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Abstract  

The word project is used to describe everything from mundane tasks to 

major government-initiated structural changes. Projects are also the 

focus of a growing research field that seeks to understand how society is 

organised. On the back of this ‘projectification’, projects are becoming 

increasingly entangled with each other, both in and between 

organisations. This means that it is not only important to understand 

single projects, but also the interdependencies between projects in multi-

project contexts. There is a call for a deeper understanding of multi-

project contexts as interdependencies between projects can influence 

project work and outcomes widely, even though the interdependencies 

are not visible in formal relationships. This thesis applies the concept of 

project ecologies to explore interdependencies that go beyond strategic or 

formal relationships. Inspired by a practice perspective, the purpose of 

this thesis is to increase the understanding of multi-project context, 

through investigating inter-project practices in project ecologies.    

In this thesis, urban development and construction projects are studied to 

gain insight into inter-project practices in project ecologies. Space 

interdependencies are multiple when parallel and sequential construction 

projects are carried out in a confined urban development district, and the 

actions of construction clients in this setting are studied using interviews, 

meeting observations and project documents. Routine dynamics are the 

main analytical framework, and the emergence of inter-project routines is 

used to study inter-project practices and how interdependencies become 

relationships through joint action.  

The findings show that construction clients commencing projects in an 

urban development district must apply both an intra- and inter-project 

focus. As project ecologies have low levels of formal management, 

construction clients must take actions to handle space interdependencies 

between projects, i.e., actions patterned into routines between projects. 

These actions are not steered through principal-agent relationships, but 

stem from self-organising to a large extent. In project ecologies, the main 

complexities lie between projects, but benefits can be achieved if the 

actors can overcome issues relating to skewed power relationships, trust, 



and resource allocations. In the case of urban development, these benefits 

can include the creation of new neighbourhoods and sustainability. 

The focus on the space between projects and on inter-project routines 

suggests that the concept of project ecologies would benefit from an inter-

project layer running horizontally between projects. This layer, when 

coupled with the routine dynamics framework, could help move the 

concept of project ecologies beyond identifying actors, projects and 

organisations in networks, to following the actions and actors’ practices 

that emerge in a project ecology. 

This thesis contributes to project studies by exploring organising that is 

both inter-project and inter-organisational, moving beyond programmes 

and megaprojects as concepts explaining complex project organising. 

More specifically, it contributes to the literature on project ecologies by 

extending the understanding of organising in project ecologies through 

exploring actions between projects. By using organisational routines to 

zoom-in on the actions between projects, the current definition of project 

ecologies as centred around a single project and firm is scrutinised. 

Moreover, this thesis contributes to the construction management 

literature by redirecting the focus away from contractual relationships to 

showing how construction clients’ roles are influenced by 

interdependencies between projects and by having to perform intra- and 

inter-project practices in parallel. 

Keywords: project ecologies, organisational routines, space 

interdependencies, self-organising, urban development district, 

construction project, construction client 

  



Sammanfattning  

Begreppet projekt används idag för att beskriva allt från vardagliga 

uppgifter till genomförande av stora och strukturella förändringar i 

samhället. Projekt är inte bara en del av vår vardag men också ett 

växande forskningsområde fokuserat på att förstå organiseringen av vårt 

samhälle. I och med denna projektifiering blir projekt mer och mer 

sammanknutna med varandra, både inom och mellan organisationer. Det 

räcker inte att förstå det enskilda projektet utan även beroenden mellan 

projekt, i multiprojektmiljöer, måste tas hänsyn till. Dessa beroenden kan 

ha inflytande både på arbetet inom projekt och på dess resultat, även om 

beroendena inte är synliga genom formella relationer. Den här 

avhandlingen använder konceptet projektekologier för att undersöka 

beroenden mellan interorganisatoriska projekt. Projektekologier öppnar 

för att också studera informella beroenden, utöver strategiska och 

formella relationer. Genom att fokusera på praktiker är avhandlingens 

avsikt att utöka förståelsen av multiprojektmiljöer genom att undersöka 

inter-projektpraktiker i projektekologier.  

I avhandlingen används byggprojekt som exempel på projektekologi, för 

att kunna studera praktiker mellan projekt. Många spatiala beroenden 

uppkommer mellan parallella och sekventiella byggprojekt, när det utförs 

inom ett begränsat område. Byggherrarnas agerande mellan projekt inom 

ett stadsutvecklingsområde har studerats genom intervjuer, 

mötesobservationer och dokumentstudier och det teoretiska fältet routine 

dynamics har använts som det huvudsakliga analytiska ramverket. 

Utifrån det har rutiner som uppkommer mellan projekt studerats för att 

skapa förståelse för praktiker mellan projekt (inter-projekt) och hur 

beroenden utvecklas till relationer genom gemensamt agerande.  

Resultaten visar att byggherrarna som påbörjar projekt i ett 

stadsutvecklingsområde måste förstå beroenden både inom och mellan 

projekt. Då projektekologier pågår utan formellt ledarskap så måste 

byggherrarna gemensamt agera för att hantera spatiala beroenden mellan 

sina projekt. Agerande som över tid skapar rutiner mellan projekt. Till 

stor del uppkommer byggherrarnas agerande genom självorganisering. I 

projektekologier ligger de största svårigheterna mellan projekt, men 

också de största möjligheterna om aktörerna överkommer problem 



relaterade till maktförhållanden, tillit och resursallokering. För 

stadsutvecklingsområden inkluderar dessa möjligheter att skapa nya 

sociala områden och uppnå hållbarhetsmål.  

Genom att flytta fokus till mellanrummen mellan projekt och fokusera på 

inter-projekt praktiker kan förståelsen av projektekologier utvecklas, 

genom att inkludera ett inter-projekt lager, horisontellt mellan projekt. 

Ett inter-projekt lagret kombinerat med att följa rutiner kan hjälpa till att 

utveckla konceptet projektekologier, och därmed nå bortom att 

identifiera aktörer, projekt och organisationer i ett nätverk till att följa 

deras agerande och praktiker som uppkommer inom projektekologier. 

I ett vidare perspektiv bidrar avhandlingen till projektstudier genom att 

studera organisering som sker mellan projekt och organisationer, bortom 

förståelsen för program och megaprojekt som koncept för att förklara 

komplex projektorganisering. Mer specifikt utökas förståelsen av 

organisering i projektekologier genom att belysa horisontellt agerande 

mellan projekt. Genom att fokusera på rutiner och zooma in på 

ageranden utvecklas också definitionen av projektekologier, från att 

centrera på ett enskilt projekt eller företag till att se mellanrummen. 

Vidare bidrar avhandlingen till byggledningslitteraturen genom att rikta 

fokus bort från kontraktrelationer och visa hur byggherrarna påverkar 

och påverkas av beroenden mellan projekt.  
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1. Introduction 

This chapter presents the background to the research, introduces the 

concept of project ecologies, and explains interdependencies between 

projects in general and the interdependencies between clients in urban 

development districts in particular. The research focus, purpose and 

structure of this cover essay are then outlined.  

1.1. Background 

Projects, projects, projects…the ongoing ‘projectification’ of our society 

(Lundin et al., 2015) means that projects are all around us. The notion of 

projects is today used to describe everything from mundane everyday 

tasks to major government-initiated changes. Traditionally, projects have 

been used as a way to carry out work in industries such as military and 

construction (Lundin & Midler, 1998). However, today, even children’s 

learning at pre-school is often described with names such as “our world 

project”, “autumn and apples project” etc. The emergence of new public 

management and collaborative governance have led to public services 

being carried out through projects by networks of actors (Fred, 2015; 

Howlett, 2019; Pollitt, 2016). Projects, therefore, are not just becoming 

part of everyday life but also a growing research field that seeks to 

understand the organising of our society.  

It is old news that “no project is an island”, meaning that, in order to 

understand a project, the history, context and future expectations must 

be taken into account (Blomquist et al., 2010; Engwall, 2003). Where 

projects are used to a large extent to carry out work (Lundin et al., 2015), 

they become more and more entangled with each other, both in and 

between organisations. This requires an understanding not only of the 

single project, but of the interdependencies between projects in multi-

project contexts. By using concepts such as programmes, portfolios and 

networks (e.g. Manning, 2017; Martinsuo & Hoverfält, 2018) formal ties 

between projects can be identified and understood. To understand the 

relationships between actors and organisations, an inter-organisational 

project perspective can be used (Sydow & Braun, 2018), and for large-

scale projects the notion of megaprojects (Flyvbjerg, 2014). With all this, 

an understanding of the interdependencies between projects that are not 

part of the same organisation (i.e., an inter-project perspective) is still 
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lacking. These interdependencies relate to task activities and knowledge 

flows due to projects being situated in the same context (Newell et al., 

2008), from here on referred to as space interdependencies. Space is seen 

as relational, the project actors’ interpretation of physical space, taking in 

their past experiences and future expectations of the context (Bosch-

Sijtsema & Tjell, 2017; Lefebvre, 1991). 

There are calls for a deeper understanding of multi-project contexts as 

the interdependencies between projects can influence project work and 

outcomes widely, even though the interdependencies are not visible in 

formal relationships, such as contracts (Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018; 

Martinsuo & Hoverfält, 2018; Matinheikki et al., 2016). Grabher (2002, 

2004) presents ‘project ecologies’ as concept to understand certain multi-

project contexts with many interdependencies. Project ecologies “explore 

interdependencies between projects as well as the personal relations, 

localities and corporate networks on and around which projects are built” 

(Grabher, 2002, p. 246). However, this concept captures other 

interdependencies and relationships, than identified through 

programmes and portfolios (Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018). Newell et al. 

(2008) suggest that project ecologies describe the accomplishment of 

tasks through projects that cannot be performed in a standalone project 

nor in a clearly defined ‘umbrella’ of projects (i.e., a programme or 

portfolio). Moreover, they assert that inter-project and inter-

organisational lenses are becoming increasingly important as desired 

outcomes are often not accomplished in a single project today, but 

through multiple interdependent projects distributed in time and space. 

For these reasons, the concept of project ecologies is a useful addition to 

capture a deeper relational understanding of complex project structures.  

Project ecologies can be identified in various settings and industries, 

ranging from creative industries such as advertising and television to 

research-intensive settings such as biomedicine (see for instance Grabher 

& Ibert, 2006; Newell et al., 2008; Sydow, 2009). With increasing 

urbanisation, urban development offers another interesting context to be 

explored through the lens of project ecologies. The context of urban 

development is also important to understand as it influences the 

development of cities. By exploring urban development through a project 

ecologies perspective, it is possible to understand how projects together 
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can achieve, for example, sustainable development of our society 

(Huemann & Silvius, 2017).  

Developing a new urban district is most commonly done through a web of 

infrastructure and construction projects, often initiated by local 

government (e.g., municipalities) and carried out by different actors in 

the AEC industry (architecture, engineering and construction). Space 

interdependencies are multiple when parallel and sequential projects are 

carried out in a confined urban development district through temporary 

organising of inter-organisational actors brought together by a 

construction client. This client, often a public agency or private developer, 

is the “part that carries out or assigns others to carry out construction, 

demolition or land work” (SFS, 2010:900). Other actors within the AEC 

industry are not limited to but generally include contractors, 

subcontractors, architects, technical consultants and material suppliers. 

Apart from a very limited number of global actors, these actors often 

operate within a certain geographical area, moving from project to project 

within a region. This means that most project actors are likely to have had 

previous relationships with the other actors, as well as expectations of 

working together again in the future. This influences how relationships 

emerge and the potential to secure future projects if performing well. The 

project ecology becomes through the interactions between actors across 

projects and organisations. Latent, historical relationships, combined 

with new relationships in ongoing projects, shape and constantly re-

shape the project ecology.  

Using urban development as an illustrative example of project ecologies 

enables a deeper understanding of inter-project interdependencies in a 

traditional project-intensive context. Emerging relationships between 

construction clients stemming from informal interdependencies between 

projects (rather than the traditional focus on formal and contractual 

relationships) are at the centre. By moving beyond a rational and 

technocratic focus on project studies (Hodgson & Cicmil, 2006), studying 

urban development through project ecologies is a fruitful way to broaden 

the understanding of complex project structures (Packendorff & 

Lindgren, 2014).  
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1.2. Problem formulation and purpose 

Various concepts, such as programmes, portfolios, and megaprojects, 

have facilitated the understanding of the complex project organising of 

our society. Shifting focus from the single project to the relationships 

between inter-organisational projects means other interdependencies can 

emerge at both an inter-project and inter-organisational level. While the 

abovementioned concepts are dominant in explaining complex project 

organising in the project literature, they fail to capture both the inter-

project and inter-organisational levels. The concept of project ecologies is 

able to capture both levels (Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018) and is now highly 

relevant due to the omnipresence of projects in our society (Jensen et al., 

2016; Lundin et al., 2015) that have interdependencies between projects, 

organisations and actors. Project ecologies is not only useful to “describe 

the way modern industries work” (Söderlund, 2004, p. 655), but to 

enhance our understanding of the “omnipresence of projects in society” 

(Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018, p. 66).  

The project ecologies literature mainly focuses on how individuals go 

from one project to the next, following how the labour market gets 

centralised in certain geographical areas (see for instance Grabher, 2002; 

Newell et al., 2008; Siemiatycki, 2011; Sydow, 2009). In line with the 

general focus on project studies, actions within a project remain central, 

even though the concept of project ecologies has the potential to increase 

the understanding of actions between projects, not just identify actors 

moving between projects.  

Exploring at an inter-project level entails zooming out from a single 

project. However, in order to capture the dynamics of the organising 

between projects that stems from project actors’ interdependencies, 

zooming in on inter-projects’ practices is needed after zooming out from a 

single project. This aligns with an understanding of agency and structure 

as a duality (Giddens, 1984; Nicolini, 2012), meaning that there is a 

reflexivity between the structure of projects and organisations and actors’ 

agency, i.e., actors can intentionally influence practices through their 

actions but there will always be aspects they cannot control that depend 

on the structure. Studying inter-organisational project arrangements can 

reveal the social embeddedness of actions performed by project actors 

(Sydow & Staber, 2002). Moreover, rules, routines and resources can 

work to enable, restrain and coordinate actions, so, with increasingly 
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complex or dynamic processes, the outcomes will be more difficult to 

anticipate (Bakker et al., 2016).  

Routines are a good example of practices that can visualise both agency 

and structure by defining routines as “repetitive, recognizable patterns of 

interdependent actions, carried out by multiple actors” (Feldman & 

Pentland, 2003, p. 95). The emergence of inter-project routines, 

therefore, can be followed in order to understand inter-project practices 

and how interdependencies become relationships through joint actions. 

Howard-Grenville et al. (2016) suggest zooming in on organisational 

routines and zooming out to the context in which the routines are 

performed as a fruitful way to capture dynamic processes in organised 

contexts. This thesis will follow Cacciatori and Prencipe’s (2021) 

argument that exploring routines in temporary organising can aid the 

understanding of repetitiveness in projects, contrary to the common focus 

on projects as ad-hoc and unique. Exploring the role of routines in project 

contexts is helpful in understanding the balancing act in projects between 

flexibility and consistency (Bygballe et al., 2021), as well as how inter-

project relationships emerge. Organisational routines as understood from 

a process perspective (Feldman et al., 2021; Feldman, 2016) will therefore 

serve as a main analytical framework in the discussions that follow.  

The overall purpose of this thesis is to increase the understanding of 

multi-project context, through investigating inter-project practices in 

project ecologies. In order to fulfil that purpose, the thesis will answer 

three research questions:  

1. How are space interdependencies handled between construction 

projects in an urban development district? 

2. How do organisational routines emerge between construction 

clients in an urban development district? 

3. What implications do the inter-project practices have on the 

organizing of multi-project contexts? 

As the empirical context, space interdependencies between construction 

projects must first be considered before digging into how routines emerge 

between projects following the interdependencies – this is in order to 

discuss and enhance the understanding of project ecologies. The matter 
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of how the research questions have been explored and responded too will 

be discussed in chapter 4.  

The intention behind this thesis is to contribute to project studies in 

general by exploring organising that is both inter-project and inter-

organisational, moving beyond programmes and megaprojects as 

concepts explaining complex project organising. More specifically, the 

intention is to extend the understanding of organising in project ecologies 

by exploring actions between projects. By using organisational routines to 

zoom in on the actions between projects, the current definition of project 

ecologies as centred around a single project and firm, will be questioned 

and developed. Moreover, through exploring urban development and 

following construction projects as an example of a project ecology, 

contributions will also be made to construction management literature 

and practice. This will be achieved mainly by redirecting the focus from 

contractual relationships to showing how construction clients’ roles are 

influenced by interdependencies between projects and having to perform 

both intra- and inter-project practices in parallel. By illustrating how 

inter-project practices emerge over time from self-organising actions, this 

thesis will show the insufficiency of relying solely on formal planning in 

complex construction project contexts.  

1.3. Outline of thesis 

The thesis comprises this cover essay and six appended papers that serve 

as a base for the discussions in the cover essay.  

This introductory chapter has presented a background and problem 

formulation – elaborating both on what the thesis is about and its 

theoretical and empirical relevance – as well as the purpose, research 

questions and a brief summary of the intended contributions.  

Chapter 2 provides an overview of the previous research on temporary 

organising in general and project ecologies in particular, followed by a 

review of the characteristics of the construction industry. The aim of the 

chapter is to provide a frame of reference for the following discussions.  

Chapter 3 first discusses the overall theoretical perspective of the thesis 

and then presents selected relevant theoretical frameworks from the 

appended papers. The focus is on organisational routines as the main 
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analytical framework. To move beyond the appended papers, the 

theoretical frameworks are discussed based on insights from the entire 

research process.  

Chapter 4 presents the research methodology, outlines the research 

design, and discusses how and why it was chosen. Furthermore, it 

presents the case studies in detail and the empirical material collected in 

each study.  

Chapter 5 provides a summary of each of the six appended papers, 

focusing on the purpose of the paper, what study it is based on, and the 

main findings and contributions.  

In Chapter 6, the contributions from each paper are brought together 

through analysis and discussion to provide a comprehensive picture of 

the study as a whole. The aim of the chapter is to offer an aggregated 

discussion from the contributions of each appended paper.  

In the final chapter, chapter 7, the purpose and research questions are re-

examined before discussing the overall theoretical contributions and 

practical implications of the thesis. Moreover, suggestions for further 

research are also discussed.  

The last part of the thesis contains appendices of a summary of collected 

empirical material and the six papers.  
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2. Literature overview  

The literature overview starts by presenting a theoretical background of 

project processes in relation to temporary organising, followed by a 

discussion of the current definition of project ecologies. This contextual 

understanding of projects enables a later discussion on 

interdependencies between projects. The chapter continues by providing 

an overview of the empirical context of the thesis (i.e., urban 

development) as seen through a project lens.  

2.1. Temporary organising through projects  

Temporary organising is defined as organising to achieve pre-defined 

tasks within a specified time frame, where the actors come together in 

different constellations (Bakker et al., 2016; Lundin & Söderholm, 1995). 

A common characteristic of temporary organising is that knowledge from 

a variety of sources is combined to complete a task (Goodman & 

Goodman, 1976). However, defining temporary organising in such a way 

suggests that there are no ties between the project actors before or after 

the pre-defined time frame. However, actors performing actions to 

complete the tasks come to the project with different past experiences 

and future expectations that will define the temporary organising 

(Reinecke & Ansari, 2015; Stjerne et al., 2019). Given these pre-defined 

time frames, the relationship between past and future changes quickly in 

temporary organising when seen in light of the relationship between past, 

present and future in actors’ agency (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998).  

While temporary organising can take various forms, it is often explored 

and exemplified through projects, which is also the case in this thesis. 

Projects also take various forms that influence the organising, such as 

internal strategy projects, R&D projects and inter-organisational 

megaprojects. Projects need to be understood in their unique contexts as 

it is not possible to separate them from each other, and Sydow and 

Windeler (2020, p. 485) describe this as “the duality between 

organization and organizing as well as between the permanent and the 

temporary”. The context is here seen as dynamic and refers to both the 

immediate context surrounding the project and the more distant 

influence from networks, institutions and global structures (Grabher, 

2004; Scarbrough et al., 2004). Understanding the influence of context 
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becomes highly relevant in inter-organisational projects, where 

organisations from different cultures, industries and professions become 

interdependent (Bechky, 2006; Braun & Lampel, 2020; Sydow & Braun, 

2018). This can be explained as inter-institutional temporary 

organisation (Pemsel & Söderlund, 2020).  

Packendorff and Lindgren (2014) suggest that, in order to develop the 

understanding of projects, links and interdependencies must be further 

explored. This does not only mean interdependencies within an inter-

organisational project (Sydow & Braun, 2018), but to pull our head as far 

out to see interdependencies between projects. In project-intense 

environments, multi-project contexts are created and become relevant to 

explore in order to develop both project studies and practice (Geraldi & 

Söderlund, 2018; Martinsuo & Hoverfält, 2018). Multi-project contexts 

can take various forms, depending on whose viewpoint is taken and how 

far the perspective moves away from the single project. Multi-project 

contexts are often described through portfolios and programmes, i.e., by 

taking a top-down perspective and trying to understand the management 

and resource allocation between projects (see for instance Artto et al., 

2009; Martinsuo & Hoverfält, 2018). Moreover, by applying a network 

perspective, the influence of a broader number of both close and 

peripheral actors can be understood, while still having one project or 

organisation in focus (Ingemansson Havenvid et al., 2016). While project 

networks can identify nodes and formal ties between actors, they are not 

sufficient to understand the social practices between project actors 

(Czarniawska, 2004). The notion of project ecologies is suggested as a 

way to move the focus completely away from the single project to inter-

project interdependencies between projects, actors and their contexts 

(Söderlund, 2004). The temporary space between projects that is filled 

with interdependencies can be understood as a mediator of relationships 

between actors, their actions and artefacts (Lefebvre, 1991). On the back 

of this, broadening the focus to project ecologies enables both an inter-

organisational and inter-project perspective, which is an interesting area 

for further developing project studies (Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018).  

2.2. Project ecologies  

The notion of project ecologies is based on the understanding that 

projects are not isolated phenomena (Blomquist & Packendorff, 1998; 

Engwall, 2003; Sydow & Staber, 2002; Söderlund, 2004). Furthermore, it 
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cannot be solely understood through ‘best practice’ approaches (Hodgson 

& Cicmil, 2006) or by following arm’s length market transactions, as they 

only play a small role in the social development of projects (Grabher, 

2002). Following Grabher’s (2002, p. 259) original description, “project 

ecologies provide the organizational arena in which incongruent physical 

and organizational layers are ‘stapled’ for a limited period of time – just 

to be reconfigured anew in the context of subsequent projects”. Within 

the understanding of project ecologies, project and context cannot be 

separated, and there is a mutual configuration between project and 

ecology (Grabher, 2004), following the perspective of duality between 

structure and agency (Giddens, 1984).  

In other words, the context, such as networks and institutions, is not 

passive but a vital part of practices in and between projects (Sydow & 

Windeler, 2020). From this perspective, project ecologies is an 

organisational and physical space in which exist “the interdependencies 

between projects and the particular firms, personal relations, localities 

and corporate networks from which these projects draw essential 

sources” (Grabher, 2002, p. 246). Grabher and Ibert (2011) build on this 

and describe project ecologies as a relational space between ‘micro 

interpersonal networks’, ‘meso intra- and inter-organisational 

collaboration’, and ‘macro institutional settings’. 

Building on the definition of project ecologies, Grabher (2002, 2004) 

defines four layers of project ecologies: the core team, the firm, the 

epistemic community and the personal networks. The core team is the 

internal organisational unit of a project, with responsibility for 

completing the tasks. The next layer is the firm, which manages portfolios 

of projects and acquires project capabilities (Davies & Brady, 2000). The 

epistemic community is made up of those who temporarily or partially 

contribute to fulfilling the task. Lastly, the personal networks are ties to 

participants that go beyond those actively participating in a project, but 

which can be activated if needed. 

Using this framework, several studies have added to the understanding of 

project ecologies. The framework has been developed within economic 

geography by following and mapping the learning processes in project 

ecologies (Grabher, 2004). Economic geography and project learning are 

in focus when exploring project ecologies, often outside mainstream 
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project literature (Lobo & Whyte, 2017; Newell et al., 2008; Siemiatycki, 

2011). Söderlund (2004) calls for a better understanding within project 

studies of the multi-organisational and multi-project contexts. Project 

ecologies have the potential to explore the coordinating between projects 

where relationships and power continuously shift between actors (Newell 

et al., 2008). Routines developed informally between projects is a 

coordinating mechanism in a project ecology that requires further studies 

(DeFillippi & Sydow, 2016; Sydow, 2009). Moreover, Bygballe et al. 

(2021) opens up for using routine dynamics as a perspective to better 

understand performances in and between projects.  

As touched upon in the introduction, the review of the project ecologies 

literature showed that the primary focus is still centred on a single project 

in an ecology. But the notion of project ecologies has the potential to shift 

the focus from single projects to put ‘the between’ at the centre of 

enquiry. As an example, Grabher (2002, p. 259) states that “rather than 

drifting towards cognitive homogeneity and organizational coherence, 

diversity within project ecologies is reinforced and further differentiated 

by rivalry”. This could, of course, be internal diversity and rivalry within a 

core team of a project, but more interesting from an ecology perspective is 

looking between projects and organisations. Therefore, shifting focus 

from a single project to between projects could develop the 

understanding of diversity and rivalry in project ecologies.  

In sum, the notion of project ecologies brings into view how projects 

continuously interact with their context, and thereby move beyond being 

isolated phenomena (Engwall, 2003; Grabher & Ibert, 2011). However, 

the review of the literature on project ecologies suggests that the single 

project is still the central focus. This thesis will instead use project 

ecologies to put the interdependencies between projects at the centre by 

using empirical examples from urban development and the construction 

industry.  

2.3. Urban development and the construction industry 

Urban development is today mainly done using several parallel and 

sequential construction projects within a limited geographical area. While 

urban local government (e.g., a municipality) often initiates urban 

development, the construction projects are actually carried out by public 

and private actors such as construction clients, contractors, 
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subcontractors, suppliers and technical consultants. This creates a multi-

project context with many interdependent actors and organisations 

(Smith, 2016). This interdependency consists of both vertical, often 

contractual, relationships and informal horizontal interdependencies that 

have the potential to build long-term relationships (de Blois et al., 2011). 

To a large extent, therefore, actions within and between construction 

projects are done as a way to coordinate and share information (Styhre, 

2008). Coordinating between construction projects means negotiating 

roles and organisational boundaries (Karrbom Gustavsson, 2018), and 

establishing effective methods of communication (Eriksson & Szentes, 

2017). This coordinating is only to a small extent about rationalistic 

planning and structures , and more about handling changes and crises as 

they appear (Karrbom Gustavsson, 2016). Self-organising actions greatly 

influence inter-project coordinating (Ahern et al., 2014), and organising 

that is informal goes beyond contracts, where actors take action to 

organise without anyone having formal control (Heylighen, 2013; Pryke 

et al., 2018). 

In urban development generally and in the construction projects featured 

in this thesis, the construction client stands out as an important actor 

(Adam & Lindahl, 2017) that finances and manages projects according to 

the requirements of local government. However, they often do not have 

the required competences in-house and contract different professions 

during the project, such as architects and technical consultants in the 

early phases of planning and designing, and contractors and suppliers to 

do the construction. This leads not only to decentralised organising in 

urban development, where a lot of decision-making is carried out in the 

projects, but also to conflicting goals and interests that need to be 

handled quickly and within the project’s budget (Dubois & Gadde, 2002; 

Styhre, 2009). As work in the construction industry is mainly carried out 

through projects, the actors are used to collaborating in inter-

organisational projects, but sometimes due to differing interests and 

goals, the construction client may act as a mediator at the centre of a 

project (Kulatunga et al., 2011).  

From this description of work in the construction industry in general and 

in urban development in particular, it is possible to view the development 

of urban districts via construction projects through the lens of project 

ecologies. There are different organisations and organisational layers that 
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combine for limited time periods and then re-combine for subsequent 

projects, creating interdependencies from past experience, present 

undertakings and future expectations (Grabher, 2002; Hedborg & 

Karrbom Gustavsson, 2020). Viewing the construction industry and 

urban development from a project ecologies perspective also broadens 

the scope of construction management research beyond the current 

centrality of vertical and transactional relationships to include horizontal 

relationships.  

The above discussion focuses on broadening project ecologies as an 

orientation away from single, isolated projects, in line with the discussion 

that has been taking place in project studies over the last 20 years 

(Engwall, 2003; Grabher, 2004; Sydow & Windeler, 2020). A multi-

project context is a research area of interest due to the ongoing 

projectification of society and the increasing complexity in and between 

projects (Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018; Martinsuo & Hoverfält, 2018; 

Söderlund, 2004). The notion of project ecologies can partly answer this 

call, as it can encompass multi-project and multi-organisational contexts 

(Grabher, 2004; Söderlund, 2004). By introducing a new empirical 

context (i.e., the urban development) to the project ecologies literature, it 

is possible to not only extend the understanding of inter-project 

interdependencies, but also to revitalise the notion of project ecologies by 

moving it further away from the single project to between projects. This is 

now more relevant than ever, as project ecologies can help to understand 

the complex project contexts that are now widespread in society.   

  



15 
 

3. Theoretical framework 

This chapter will start by describing the theoretical foundation of the 

thesis, which constructs organising by focusing on practices from the 

understanding of structure and agency as a duality (Giddens, 1984). It 

is the foundation of both the perspective of temporary organising 

through projects (as discussed in the previous chapter) and routine 

dynamics as the main analytical framework of the cover essay, as will 

be described in this chapter.  

3.1. Structure and agency as duality in organising  

When viewing organised contexts as processes of organising, the focus 

lies on actions performed by specific people in a time and space context, 

creating patterns of actions described as ‘practices’ (Nicolini, 2012). 

Tsoukas and Chia (2002) assert that it is possible to get a dynamic 

understanding of organised contexts by focusing on the performative, 

which entails moving beyond organisational structure and “engaging with 

the everyday realities of organizational life that are rich with contingency, 

multiplicity, and emergence” (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1249). The 

focus is on tensions and contradictions, and how patterns of actions 

emerge, develop, grow and end over time (Langley et al., 2013). Such a 

perspective can help reveal “that behind all the apparently durable 

features of our world, there is always the work and effort of someone” 

(Nicolini, 2012, p. 3). 

Practices described through patterns of action are studied from different 

angles, or as different but connected practice theories. Nicolini (2012) 

reports that practice perspectives range from a perception that 

organisational studies have decoupled from action, suggesting the need to 

‘bring work back in’ (Barley & Kunda, 2001), to an ontological perception 

that recognises practices as primary in social matters. However, all the 

perspectives agree that action should be in the foreground, that human 

agency is important, that the role of body and mind in understanding 

social interaction is critical, that knowledge lies in the capacity to carry 

out action, and that actors’ interest and power should be central (Nicolini, 

2012).  



16 
 

In order to capture the dynamic constitution of interdependencies in 

project ecologies, this thesis applies a perspective of reflexivity of agency 

and structure as a recursive relationship because “structure is not 

external to individuals” (Giddens, 1984, p. 25). Following Sydow and 

Staber (2002), focusing solely on actions overlooks the possibilities and 

constraints of structure, while focusing solely on structure misses the 

influence of actors’ actions. Feldman and Worline (2016, p. 309) 

summarise this as “the relationality of practice theory provides a third 

way to view social reality: that individual interests and social norms can 

only be separated analytically; in practice, they are always in relation to 

one another, a mutually constituted duality (Bourdieu, 1977, 1990; 

Giddens, 1979, 1984)”.  

Contingency perspectives have dominated project studies in recent years, 

moving beyond ‘one best solution’ to focusing on the immediate 

surroundings. However, from this perspective, the surroundings are seen 

as a given and there is no accounting for the dynamics stemming from 

social interactions and emerging relations (Sydow & Braun, 2018). By 

allowing a more process-based understanding (Bakker et al., 2016; 

Vaagaasar et al., 2020), social and relational aspects can be taken into 

account. By following a duality between agency and structure (Giddens, 

1984), project ecologies are reproduced by actors performing actions that 

influence the structure without controlling it. Sydow and Staber (2002) 

suggest that this perspective can contribute to a more dynamic 

understanding of emerging inter-organisational relationships.  

Staying on the topic of the duality between structure and agency, through 

Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory, the reflexivity between the 

structure of social systems and human agency should be highlighted. 

Through that lens, it is possible to see how actors create structure by 

performing social practices and that these structures should be seen as 

both the medium and the outcome of those practices (Sydow & Staber, 

2002). Taking projects as an example, projects are not themselves 

structure, but have structure on which project actors base their social 

interactions while recreating that structure. Here, structuration theory is 

used as a metatheory that enables the combination of different 

perspectives within organisational studies (Weaver & Gioia, 1994), in this 

thesis it will only serve as a common viewpoint when integrating 
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temporary organising through projects and the framework of routine 

dynamics.  

3.2. Organisational routines  

3.2.1. Routines dynamics  

In line with the perspective described above, the understanding of 

organisational routines has developed during the last 20 years from 

seeing routines as static to seeing them as dynamic processes. This 

perspective has been named routine dynamics and it “is fundamentally 

about going ‘beyond routines as things’ to understanding that routines 

are ongoing, unfolding processes” (Feldman et al., 2021, p. 23). Feldman 

and Pentland (2003) further explore routines from the perspective of 

structure and agency as a duality, focusing on effortful and emergent 

(Pentland & Rueter, 1994) situated actions performed by multiple actors 

and patterned into routines over time. From this perspective, routines are 

understood as emerging “through their own enactment and in relation to 

other practices” (Feldman et al., 2016, p. 506). 

Over the years, this definition has been fine-tuned into routines as mutual 

constituting performing and  patterning of actions as well as artefacts 

(D'Adderio, 2011; Feldman et al., 2021). This should be understood 

through a multiplicity in performing actions and relationality between 

actions and actors. Within routines dynamics, routines is seen as a 

practice that “sensitizes the researcher to certain specificities of 

particular action patterns” (Feldman et al., 2021, p. 10), i.e. repetitive 

organisational actions to complete specific tasks in a specific sequence. 

However, following the understanding of dynamic processes, this does 

not mean there is no variation in the performing and outcome of the 

actions.  

Feldman et al. (2021) split routines into four aspects: accomplishment of 

task, sequence, familiarity and reflective regulation. Routines are 

performed to accomplish a particular task, and the focus is on attempts to 

accomplish that task as the variance in performing the routine might lead 

to different outcomes. Actions to perform the routine follow a sequence 

that can be identified, even though variations will exist (Turner & 

Rindova, 2018). As the routines are recurrent, the actions are patterned 

over time (Feldman & Pentland, 2003) and the actors will be familiar 
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with the enactment of the routine (Birnholtz et al., 2007). Reflective 

regulation indicates the actors’ attempts to manage the routine through, 

e.g., standard operating procedures, explicit efforts to switch routines, or 

creating artefacts (Cyert & March, 1963; D’Adderio, 2014).  

3.2.2. Routines and project organising  

The idea of routines as emerging (Feldman et al., 2021; Pentland & 

Rueter, 1994) is especially important for the coming discussion on 

expanding the understanding of project ecologies, as project ecologies do 

not entail a more permanent structure of, e.g., a firm, but rather 

interdependencies emerging over time between actors in projects. 

Routines are described as a continuous loop of performing and patterning 

(Feldman, 2016; Simpson & Lorino, 2016) in ongoing organising through 

projects, while the temporary organisation takes form without ever 

becoming completely formalised. In other words, routines emerge as 

organisations emerge, i.e., moving towards stability without ever 

becoming stabilised and always being open to change. In temporary 

organising, actors take action to create mutual understanding based on 

their different backgrounds, cultures, goals, etc., leading to new practices 

such as new or recreated routines (Stjerne et al., 2019).  

Agency is here seen as an interrelation between past experience, 

perception of the present and future expectations (Emirbayer & Mische, 

1998). Braun and Lampel (2020) suggest that, in temporary organising, 

the relationship between past and future changes quickly due to the 

demarcated timeline. Cacciatori and Prencipe (2021) suggest that this 

makes temporary organising an interesting context for the continuing 

exploration of routines. Historically, routines and projects were seen as 

opposites, as routines were thought of as standardised and repetitive 

work, while projects were seen as ad-hoc and unique (Bygballe et al., 

2021). However, projects also include repetitive actions stemming from 

past experiences from previous projects (Biesenthal et al., 2019; Stjerne et 

al., 2019). This is in line with the contextual understanding of project 

ecologies, i.e., that interdependencies exist both between parallel and 

sequential projects and from the interdependencies there is a potential of 

routines emerging between project actors.  

Studying how routines emerge is also a way to expand the understanding 

of routines, as studies on routines have thus far focused on the replication 
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and change of routines rather than on the dynamics of creating routines 

(Parmentier-Cajaiba et al., 2021). Obstfeld (2012) finds that, in complex 

organisation processes such as temporary organising in project ecologies, 

the emerging of new routines is a complicated process. Parmentier-

Cajaiba et al. (2021) build on this, reporting that replication becomes 

difficult and that new routines emerge as new coordinating mechanisms. 

By following routines in project ecologies, both the inter-organisational 

practices within projects and emerging inter-project practices can be put 

in focus. As described by Feldman et al. (2021, p. 12): “Thus, by 

highlighting this repetitiveness and familiarity, a routine lens directs the 

researcher’s attention to the participants’ experiences with earlier 

enactments of the action pattern and how this affects future routine 

enactments”. By following routines in project ecologies, light can be shed 

on repetitiveness between projects and thereby routines can help shift the 

focus away from actions within single projects to those between projects. 

As Howard-Grenville and Rerup (2016) suggest, zooming in on routines 

while zooming out to the contexts in which the actions are performed can 

be a fruitful way to capture dynamic organising processes.  

3.3. Complementing concepts and their interrelations  

3.3.1. Space interdependencies 

Interdependencies have long been discussed in relation to management 

and organisations, with Thompson’s (1967) description of different kinds 

of interdependency being central. While ‘pooled’ and ‘sequential’ describe 

interdependencies with low interaction between the actors performing 

the tasks, ‘reciprocal’ interdependencies lead to a high level of interaction. 

Newell et al. (2008) conclude that, in complex project organising of 

project ecologies, reciprocal interdependencies best describe the 

interactions between projects. They furthermore conclude that managing 

interdependencies across projects in project ecologies is crucial for both 

project completion and maintaining the ecology.  

Understanding the interdependencies between projects is important to 

understanding projects as not isolated phenomena (Engwall, 2003). 

While project interdependencies can come in various forms, it is generally 

understood to mean when projects depend on each other for their success 

(Killen & Kjaer, 2012). How interdependencies influence single projects is 
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widely researched, but this is not the case for how interdependencies 

influence project contexts, e.g., project ecologies (Newell et al., 2008).  

Projects within a project ecology are located with spatial closeness, 

depending on the industry, which has different meanings and 

implications for projects. For example, in Grabher’s (2004) study of 

London’s advertising community, the firms and consultants had offices 

close to each other to simplify labour transition between projects. For 

urban development districts, it means that the physical location for 

conducting much of the project tasks are close by or shared, and the 

project outcomes create a shared neighbourhood. This suggests space 

interdependencies are important to understand further, and this is why 

space interdependencies between projects are in focus in this thesis.  

‘Space’ in this thesis does not just mean the physical space, but the actors’ 

interpretation of the physical space, combining material and social 

interaction (Bosch-Sijtsema & Tjell, 2017; Vásquez & Cooren, 2013). This 

follows Lefebvre’s (1991) description of the production of space, which 

sees space as socially reproduced while influencing actors’ behaviour. For 

project ecologies, space interdependencies are not just the shared 

physical space and close proximity between the actors, but how these 

influence the practices, and vice versa (Kornberger & Clegg, 2004).  

3.3.2. Self-organising 

As discussed above, interdependencies between projects are present in 

complex project contexts, such as project ecologies (Jacobsson, 2011). 

Due to different goals, backgrounds etc., actors need to synchronise, align 

and adjust their actions to each other (Gulati et al., 2012). When 

interdependencies between projects are informal (as many are in project 

ecologies), their relationships are built up over time by actors taking 

actions to come together – often without formal contracts (Grabher, 

2004; Pryke et al., 2018). To understand and describe this process, self-

organising is a relevant concept. While Ahern et al. (2014) suggest that 

project actors self-organise through actions in order to reach project 

goals, here it is suggested that self-organising also helps in the emerging 

and maintaining of project ecologies. Cooke-Davies et al. (2007, p. 58) 

illustrate that self-organising processes are a part of project work, 

asserting that “projects are not structures but social arrangements that 

have structural properties that actors draw upon in their social 
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arrangements”. Self-organising in project contexts should not just be seen 

as influencing the involved projects, but also the organisations behind the 

projects (de Blois et al., 2016). Moreover, self-organising in project 

contexts is a research area that needs further exploration – especially 

through empirical examples (Cooke-Davies et al., 2007; Daniel & Daniel, 

2019; Pryke et al., 2018).   

Pryke et al. (2018) describe self-organising as stemming from 

relationships that are informal, or in a project context where they can be 

described as ‘non-contractual’, ‘non-hierarchical’ or ‘embedded’. This 

self-organising is seen as a process that “happens in a distributed or 

decentralized manner: the different members of the group all contribute 

to the emerging organization, and no one is in control” (Heylighen, 2013, 

p. 1). Simplifying a complex reality, the self-organising process includes 

mechanisms of aligning, dividing of labour, workflow and aggregating 

from the actions. The aggregating from the action is an important part of 

the process, as it leads to the actors’ actions becoming common benefits 

and thereby a continuing process of self-organising (Heylighen, 2013). It 

is not only benefits that are shared by the actors but also control, due to 

project interdependencies (Daniel & Daniel, 2019). Self-organising is here 

seen as an emergent process, and the focus is on following actions 

(Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011) – specifically informal actions that are not 

steered by tools or pre-planning (Ahern et al., 2014). 

Informal organising through developed trust between actors leads to 

more joint actions over time (Gerwin, 2004), i.e., the development of 

informal relationships in project contexts should be seen as important. In 

the context of project ecologies, informal organising takes precedence 

over rationalistic planning as changes and crises need to be handled 

continuously (Karrbom Gustavsson, 2016). It is also important to note 

that project ecologies entail an interplay for actors who want to organise 

together, but potentially also compete with each other (Grabher, 2004; 

Lundin et al., 2015).  

3.3.3. Interrelation between theoretical concepts   

Inter-project practices are the focus of this thesis and, as described in the 

introductory chapter, they will be explored through actions taken by 

construction clients to handle space interdependencies between projects 

– specifically those actions that are patterned into routines between 
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projects. Routine dynamics will be used as an analytical framework and, 

in that sense, routines are seen as practices but not all practices are 

routines (Feldman et al., 2021). Following routines when analysing inter-

project practices makes visible not only the actions between projects, but 

also those that reoccur and involve multiple actors. In other words, 

practices that are relatively visible and have an influence on the project 

context.  

Interdependencies, specifically space interdependencies, are seen here as 

part of the dynamic structure that influences and is influenced by the 

actions that are patterned into routines. As the space interdependencies 

in focus are informal, self-organising becomes an interesting and relevant 

concept for the following discussions. Self-organising is seen as a way to 

describe the organising from which practices stem. If the 

interdependencies are mainly informal, self-organising takes precedence 

(Pryke et al., 2018). The term ‘self-organising’ is used to describe the 

organising between projects in a project ecology beyond the formal 

contracts, ‘interdependency’ is used as a concept to describe why actors 

need to take actions, and ‘routine’ as an example of the practices that take 

form when actors perform actions.  
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4. Research approach  

This chapter outlines the research conducted for this thesis, the research 

design choices, the methodology to answer the research questions, and 

the empirical studies serving as the backbone of the thesis. 

4.1. Overall research design and quality 

This thesis is a compilation of six appended papers and this cover essay, 

which means that in each paper a specific research method was applied to 

answer the research questions of that paper. Therefore, the focus here will 

be on describing the overall research approach on a more aggregated 

level, without delving into the details of the analysis conducted in each of 

the papers. To illustrate how the appended papers correspond to the 

overall focus, Table 1 summarises the empirical material, the theoretical 

perspective, and the correspondence with the cover essay’s research 

questions.  

Table 1: Summary of appended papers and their relationship to the 

overall research questions.  

 

As the appended papers employed different theoretical perspectives to 

view the empirical context, the overall research design used theory 

triangulation (Denzin, 2017; Patton, 1999). Using several theoretical 

perspectives to shed light on the empirical material helped provide a 

fuller understanding, as well as strengthen the validity of the findings 

Empirical material Main analytical 

framework

Related research 

question(s)

Paper 1: Coordinated construction logistics: 

an innovation perspective
Study I Levels of construction 

innovation

(Slaughter, 1998)

RQ 1

Paper 2: Users' influence on inter-

organisational innovation: mapping the 

receptive context

Study II: Pre-phase Receptive concept for 

change

(Pettigrew et al., 1998)

RQ 1

Paper 3: Developing a neighbourhood: 
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(Langley, 1999). This should, of course, always be done with caution to 

ensure that the perspectives complement each other and that their 

underlying assumptions correspond with the overall perspective. The 

overall research design should be viewed as emergent (Wiedner & Ansari, 

2017) and the issues that emerged during the process were responded to 

in a reflexive manner, in term of theories, empirical context and 

underlying methodologies.  

From an early stage, a contingency perspective (Donaldson, 2001) guided 

how to study the phenomenon of inter-project practices in project 

ecologies. This was done by empirically exploring the construction clients’ 

practices in an urban development district. During the study, and 

especially through continuous reading of management and organisational 

literature, the overall perspective developed towards a practice 

perspective and how the practices continuously changed as a result of 

individuals’ actions and the influencing social structure (Feldman & 

Orlikowski, 2011; Giddens, 1984). This process will be described in more 

detail towards the end of this chapter, focusing on my reflections on the 

research process. In other words, the research developed over time. The 

first two years (2016-2018) were spent studying the empirical context of 

construction clients’ perspective on coordinated construction logistics in 

multi-project contexts from a contingency perspective, using concepts 

such as change and innovation. This part of the process is presented in 

papers 1 and 2, and further detailed in my licentiate essay (Hedborg 

Bengtsson, 2018). After this, the empirical material collection continued 

and was further theorised with an emphasis on practices (see papers 3, 4, 

5 and 6). The research process developed from focusing on what was a 

new empirical context in the Swedish construction industry, to using it as 

an empirical example to theorise on project organising in dynamic multi-

project contexts. The overall unit of analysis for the thesis, then, 

developed from this into inter-project practices in project ecologies.  

In order to understand the studied phenomenon from the perspective of 

practices, qualitative methods were used (Jarzabkowski & Paul Spee, 

2009). An in-depth case study was used as the main empirical material, 

in line with the notion that knowledge is influenced by practices and 

interactions and is only meaningful to certain communities (Knorr 

Cetina, 2009). Case studies can reveal how actors act in their ordinary 

environment (Stake, 1995), which serves the purpose of understanding 
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practices and their relation to the dynamic context, as practices are seen 

as ongoing in the social world and emerging through action (Feldman & 

Orlikowski, 2011).  

Inspired by a practice perspective (Nicolini, 2012), the research methods 

(e.g., interviews, meeting observations, workshops, informal discussions 

and document studies) were combined when collecting the empirical 

material. This also supported validity and reliability by allowing 

triangulation of the sources (Patton, 1999). Semi-structured interviews 

were done to reveal in detail the perspective of the actors and get their 

description of the multi-project context (Van de Ven, 2016). The 

interviews thus provided an in-depth understanding of the actors’ views, 

while the informal and meeting observations offered a contextual 

understanding of the studied context. The findings that came from the 

observations provided not only an initial understanding of the cases from 

which to build themes to explore during the interviews, but also were 

essential in writing up a fuller story about the cases (Czarniawska, 2014). 

The document studies were mainly used to get a background 

understanding, be knowledgeable when talking to participants, and build 

solid themes in the interview guides.  

The overall research approach was abductive, starting with an empirical 

context and, during the research process, using theory to interpret 

empirical insights from several theoretical perspectives, going back and 

forth in an iterative manner between empirical material and theory 

(Silverman, 2013). The literature helped to answer questions that arose 

from the empirical material, and vice versa. Moreover, the qualitative 

methods offered rich explanations of how and why practices occurred and 

actors acted as they did (Silverman, 2013). From the start, a case study 

approach was chosen to facilitate the study of ongoing actions 

(Edmondson & McManus, 2007). The details of the research design were 

continuously developed and changed to ensure reflexivity (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2009), as described above. Moreover, the case studies enabled 

the exploration of the actors’ actions and the context in which they 

interacted, as is suggested when trying to understand complex contexts 

(Dubois & Gadde, 2014). The empirical material was used to build theory 

rather than statistical generalisations (Flyvbjerg, 2006), which is in line 

with most qualitative studies where analytical generalisation is aimed for. 
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In line with the abductive approach, the research design consisted of two 

empirical studies and a continuous literature review. The two empirical 

studies were a comparative study of coordinated construction logistics 

and an in-depth study of an urban development district. The thinking 

behind the case selection will be explained in the next section, following a 

description of each case.  

Initially, the literature review developed from the empirical context, while 

later the literature also inspired certain aspects of the empirical material 

collection. The literature review, therefore, started by exploring the 

construction management literature, focusing primarily on the 

construction client, and also the general management literature on 

change and innovation. Organisational theory was used to theorise from 

the empirical material, where temporary organising and projects were the 

main points of focus. In the last phase, when taking a practice turn 

(Nicolini, 2012), the focus was specifically on organisational routines as a 

practice. The relevant results from the literature review are presented in 

the two previous chapters, as well as in the appended papers.  

Organisational routines, as understood in routine dynamics (Feldman et 

al., 2021), were used to identify and describe inter-project practices 

emerging during the research process. Through the abductive process, the 

routines were first captured retrospectively. When analysing the 

empirical material from the longitudinal sub-study of Study II (see next 

section) reoccurring actions between the clients stood out, both as 

spontaneous reactions to events and more planned actions resulting from 

known interdependencies. The description of routines as “repetitive, 

recognizable patterns of interdependent actions, carried out by multiple 

actors” (Feldman & Pentland, 2003, p. 95) was found during the 

literature review, and this helped to articulate the identified practices. 

The practices were carried out by multiple clients and were repeatedly 

discussed in the three collection rounds in the longitudinal study. In the 

subsequent sub-study, a more conscious search for inter-project practices 

guided the material collection, and a focus on routines was developed 

from the early analysis. The term ‘routines’ stood out as a fruitful way to 

describe the clients’ inter-project practices, as they were repetitive both 

for the clients within one stage and also through inspiration from 

previous phases. Moreover, the inter-project practices (see Paper 4) could 

also be described as routines because the clients performed similar action 
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patterns on several occasions. By combining meeting observations with 

interviews, the actions performed or discussed during the meetings could 

be asked about in the subsequent interviews. Therefore, only practices 

that the clients described as repeated on several occasions or as planned 

repetition were used to illustrate the routines emerging from the projects.  

4.2. Empirical studies 

4.2.1. Case selection  

In this thesis, construction project organising is used as an empirical 

setting to explore temporary organising by following inter-project 

practices. The architectural, engineering and construction (AEC) industry 

is seen as traditionally project-based, where the majority of work is 

performed in projects (Lundin et al., 2015). This suggests that the 

industry’s actors are used to working in projects that are inter-

organisational, with actors spanning both organisational and professional 

boundaries, and where the projects are structured in complex project 

contexts (Grabher, 2004; Sydow & Braun, 2018). These factors make the 

AEC industry a relevant setting in which to explore project ecologies.   

This thesis originates from an ongoing study (Study I) of construction 

clients’ procurement strategies in an urban development district that 

explores how a construction logistics centre affected inter-organisational 

construction projects from a construction client’s viewpoint. This initial 

process can be described using Stake’s (1995) ‘intrinsic opportunity’, i.e., 

an ongoing study was presented as an opportunity from which the main 

case was shaped. At first, Study I took shape comparing different on-

going coordinated construction logistics initiatives in the Swedish 

construction industry from an organisational perspective. Construction 

logistics had at that point mainly been researched from a rational 

operational management perspective, which is why the thesis research 

was soon established outside this field and coordinated construction 

logistics was presented only as an interesting empirical example. 

Coordinated construction logistics should be seen as an example of an 

inter-organisational process stemming from (inter-)project 

interdependencies, i.e., it should be seen as a symptom of the 

interdependencies in complex project structures in the AEC industry.  
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In Study I, the construction clients were found to be central in the process 

of coordinating construction logistics. By shifting focus from the complex 

object of construction logistics centres to the construction clients’ actions, 

it became clear that the overall focus of the study was on practices in 

complex temporary organising, such as the inter-project practices in 

urban development districts. Mol (2002) suggests that a focus on 

practices helps matter, objects, and physical material to be a part of social 

studies. This shift was guided by the empirical findings, but more 

significantly by the continuous literature review, which moved its focus 

from construction management towards organisational theory and 

project studies.  

All this guided the focus of Study II, i.e., the in-depth study of 

construction clients in an urban development district. Explored as a case 

study, where “the case is a specific, a complex, functioning thing” (Stake, 

1995, p. 2), an in-depth study was suitable to get a deep understanding of 

the social phenomena. The continuous empirical material collection 

between 2016-2019 and several other shifts and findings guided the study 

forward, most significantly in terms of showing how the construction 

clients were interdependent due to, for example, geography, common 

requirements, history and the overhanging future. Studying the urban 

development district over four years meant seeing only snapshots of a 

dynamic project ecology that was both active and passive in the past, and 

which will also be in the future. Summaries of Study I and Study II will 

now follow, and details of the collected material can be found in Appendix 

A and in the related papers.  

4.2.2. Study I: Comparative study of coordinated construction 

logistics 

Study I is a comparative study of five coordinated construction logistics 

initiatives that are discussed by members of the AEC industry and 

identified through industry conferences and workshops. The five 

examples include initiatives at two contractors by one real estate 

developer (the construction client) within two urban development 

districts. In other words, the initiatives range from those developed in-

house by contractors to solve their own and their subcontractors’ logistics 

issues, to inter-organisational and inter-project initiatives to coordinate 

logistics issues in major urban developments. The empirical material 

includes interviews, meeting observations and workshop participation 
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(see Appendix A for details), and focuses on how the initiatives emerged, 

were implemented and used, what influence they had on project 

processes and collaboration between actors. The material is analysed in 

Paper 1 from the perspective of the initiatives as different types of 

construction innovation.  

While the study was initiated to understand the client’s role in 

coordinated construction logistics, the aim of the study developed into 

getting a contextual understanding of an empirical example of inter-

organisational and inter-project interdependencies, which is also how 

Study I is seen in this thesis. Study I is a starting point for exploring 

research question 1. Coordinated construction logistics initiatives aiding 

in highlighting interdependencies as logistics issues is a concrete example 

of where different actors, organisations and projects overlap.  

4.2.3. Study II: In-depth study of an urban development district  

Study II digs deeper into one of the two urban development districts from 

Study I. It is one of Sweden’s largest ongoing urban development 

districts, where the municipality of Stockholm has initiated the 

development of an old harbour area on the outskirts of the city. The 

development plans consist of over 20 years of work, and when completed 

it is expected to include around 12,000 new apartments and work space 

for over 35,000 people, as well as commercial spaces and new 

infrastructure.  

The municipality has arranged the urban development in sequential 

stages, where each stage includes infrastructure work led by the 

municipality and around ten housing projects allocated to public and 

private construction clients through competition. Figure 1 shows a 

schematic illustration of the division of clients in blocks and shared 

garages in different stages. This arrangement has led to construction 

clients building next to each other, sharing space not just during the 

construction process but during the full lifetime of their buildings. In 

addition, the construction clients have to collaborate to comply with the 

municipality’s sustainability goals and its construction logistics centre 

(CLC). A municipal programme is the reason these clients are performing 

projects in the same area at the same time, but the different clients’ 

projects do not share a programme. All this creates many 

interdependencies between the different projects and clients.  
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Study II includes a pre-study examining three of the stages, a longitudinal 

study of one stage, and an in-depth study of the planning phase of one 

stage. While the three sub-studies have different aims (presented below 

and in associated papers), the overall aim of the study is to follow in-

depth the practices between construction clients in the parallel and 

sequential projects, i.e., the inter-project practices.  

Figure 1: Illustration of the stages and involved projects in the urban 

development district.  

4.2.3.1. Pre-study  

The pre-study includes interviews with clients and contactors in the three 

first stages of the urban development district. Collecting material was 

done by a research team, in which I became a member of, during the 

same time as the interviews were conducted. Therefore, the interviews 

cover a broad range of questions. For the analysis included in this thesis 

(presented in detail in Paper 2), the aim of the pre-study was to get an 

initial understanding of how the construction clients and contractors 

related to each other and to the municipality, plus the clients’ perception 

of the coordinated construction logistics initiative from the municipality 

and the closeness to the other construction projects.  

4.2.3.2. Longitudinal study of three developers 

Based on the findings of the pre-study, a longitudinal study was initiated, 

following three construction clients within one stage, from design to 

project completion. The material includes interviews with the clients’ 

project managers in three rounds, observations of coordinating meetings 

between the municipality and the clients, and informal discussions and 

observations from the municipality’s project office (see Appendix A and 

Paper 3). While the primary aim of the study was to explore the client’s 

role in a project ecology, the sub-study also examined how the clients, in 

CLC

Garage

Past 

stages

Future 

stages
Housing 

project
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early phases of their projects, started to take joint actions beyond the 

coordinating work conducted by the municipality.  

4.2.3.3. In-depth study of a planning phase  

Based on the findings of the longitudinal study of the client’s role in a 

project ecology and their joint actions, an in-depth study of the planning 

phase of the sequential phase was initiated. The study includes 

observations of and interviews with the participants in the planning of the 

stage, including 11 construction clients building apartment houses in 

three blocks and the municipality’s infrastructure work. During the 

planning phase, the construction clients had meetings with the 

municipality’s project management team, which were observed. All 

participants, i.e., the clients’ project managers and the municipal 

management team, were later interviewed. This revealed how the clients 

continued to take actions to handle their interdependencies without the 

municipality guiding them. The aim of collecting this material was to gain 

a deeper understanding of the actions the construction clients took 

between their projects, and the practices stemming from their actions. 

The material is presented in detail in Appendix A and in papers 4, 5 and 

6. In papers 5 and 6, the material is combined with studies done by the 

co-authors.  

4.3. Aggregated analysis from the appended papers  

As mentioned above, each appended paper follows its own analysis 

depending on the research question explored. The discussion in this cover 

essay is based on the findings of all the papers and an analysis where the 

findings are brought together. Figure 2 presents how the papers should be 

seen together and the process leading up to the overall focus as presented 

in this cover essay. The descriptions in the figure are notes on the main 

findings of each paper, contributing to the development of the subsequent 

papers and the discussions in this cover essay.  

The first step of the analysis was to go through the paper and compile the 

key findings. In the second step, the development process of the research 

was visualised, as illustrated in Figure 2. The papers followed a 

development process from concentrating on an empirical example of 

inter-project practice to trying to understand inter-project practices in 

project ecologies on a more theoretical level. During this process, it 
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became clear that, by combining the insights from the papers, the 

practices of a project ecology could be described and analysed in detail.  

 

Figure 2: Research process and interrelation between papers. 

Papers 3 and 4 show that, in project ecologies of urban development, 

space interdependencies emerge between projects and lead to inter-

project practices. Papers 4 and 5 illustrate how the theoretical perspective 

of routine dynamics (Feldman et al., 2021; Feldman & Pentland, 2003) is 

useful to analyse inter-project practices, which is why it is the analytical 

framework of this cover essay.  Organisational routines should be seen as 

a tool to enable illustrating actions and structures that are developed over 

time in the project ecology, where the actions are patterned into routines. 

In the third step of the analysis, routine dynamics were used to put words 

and relations (Feldman et al., 2021) to the inter-project practices to 
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explain the clients’ actions to handle space interdependencies. Feldman et 

al.’s (2021) four aspects of routines, as presented in the theoretical 

framework chapter, were used to further understand and describe 

routines between projects (this is presented in Table 2 and in the 

discussion chapter). In the fourth step of the analysis, elaborated from 

Paper 6, self-organising was used to describe these actions in more detail 

and how the inter-project routines should be understood differently 

compared to more engineered and contract-driven intra-project routines. 

In the fifth and final step, this understanding of self-organising between 

projects was combined with the current understanding of project 

ecologies to discuss how space interdependencies emerge and are 

handled by clients in project ecologies, as well as to argue for the benefits 

of studies shifting focus from being project-centric to projects-centric.  

4.4. Reflections on the research process and ontology  

Interpretations and assumptions are core parts of all qualitative research, 

and the theoretical lenses applied in this thesis come with assumptions 

about the nature of the world and the process of research. These 

assumptions influence how the purpose and research questions are 

formulated, the gathering and analysis of empirical material, and how the 

findings are presented and discussed. Therefore, the research processes 

of this thesis and the underlying assumptions of the theoretical lenses 

applied will now be briefly described.  

The research process started with an engineer making her first attempts 

at research through a contingency perspective. Right at the start, doing 

the initial digging into coordinated construction logistics in complex 

construction project contexts, it appeared that the contexts of the projects 

deserved further attention. Through some initial readings of the 

construction management literature (e.g. Bygballe & Ingemansson, 2014; 

Dubois & Gadde, 2002; Manley, 2006; Winch, 1998), and a few well-cited 

articles within project studies (e.g. Engwall, 2003; Lundin & Söderholm, 

1995), a contingency perspective seemed a suitable way to start 

understanding the research setting.  

However, during the abductive process, this perspective gradually shifted 

through gaining a deeper understanding of the empirical context and 

conducting a continuous literature review. When digging deeper into the 

empirics, the context seemed not only to influence the project processes, 
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but also the other way round. The context was not static, but dynamic. An 

encounter with practice theory through the contemporary literature on 

organisational routines (routine dynamics) resulted not just in an 

increased focus on the context, between projects, but in trying to 

understand the more fine-grained aspects of the empirical material, i.e., 

the actions performed by the project actors (specifically the clients). From 

that point, the social world was understood as being built from practices; 

not just doings, but the recursive relationship between doings in a context 

and the structure that it gives (Nicolini, 2012). The application of this 

perspective was enabled first through the longitudinal study, by 

understanding the process and the development of action patterns over 

the project’s life cycle, and, secondly, through the in-depth study of the 

planning phase, observing actions and the practices emerging when the 

actors came together.  

The starting and closing points may not share the underlying 

assumptions of how to view ‘reality’ and research, so this thesis reflects 

my journey as a researcher, for good and bad. The process may not have 

been stringent, but the main findings could not have come out if the 

abductive process had not taken these twists and turns. Going back and 

forth between empirics and theory, and being allowed to make changes of 

perspective, have enabled a greater understanding of the underlying 

patterns and a more in-depth examination of the case. 

In line with the view of structure and agency as mutually constituted 

(Giddens, 1984), organised contexts such as project ecologies are here 

viewed both as subjective and objective. Therefore, the interpretation of 

reality will look different through different theoretical lenses, by different 

people or at different times. The findings presented here have been 

developed both through theoretical lenses and through my individual 

perception of the gathered material, albeit while trying to maintain a 

reflexive approach (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). It is therefore 

important to note that those being observed and interviewed, or other 

researchers, may have different interpretations and come to different 

conclusions. It is these different interpretations that are interesting and 

help further our understanding of the social world. The studied urban 

development could also be viewed differently through other theoretical 

perspectives. By viewing it from the perspective of project ecologies and 

focusing on organisational routines as practices, it was never the 



35 
 

intention to make general claims but to improve the understanding of this 

complex project context.  

4.5. Research limitations  

Generalisability is often questioned as a factor for qualitative research, 

especially if employing a single case study as the main source of empirical 

material. It could be questioned whether it is possible to contribute to 

broader project studies when using material from only one empirical 

context (Martinsuo, 2013). However, in-depth studies are necessary to 

understand project organising as a social phenomenon of actors coming 

together and performing actions that influence the organising, while 

project structures influence the actions. This is why the single case study 

approach should not be seen as limiting, but rather as useful to dig deep 

into the context influence of project organising and vice versa. This 

research should be understood as aiming for particularisation instead of 

generalisation, i.e., getting to know one case in-depth and building theory 

from that (Stake, 1995).  

By employing an in-depth qualitative study combined with a literature 

review, the empirical material can be theorised from, which should be 

relevant for other industries where project ecologies are present or 

industries with ongoing projectification. With that said, and as examined 

in the concluding chapter, the findings of the presented studies could be 

developed through a multiple case study comparing different industries 

and geographical contexts, which could provide deeper insights into 

project ecologies beyond the understanding of their labour market 

functions.  

Moreover, limitations can be found in the collected material due to both 

time and research design. As with all research projects, there is a start 

and an end date, which influences how ongoing events can be studied. In 

the present case, this means having to study project processes that were 

ongoing in the urban development district during the study period, rather 

than following projects and stages in the development from start to 

completion. Even though the material collection ran over several years, it 

is difficult to do adequately when studying projects in the construction 

industry as each project runs over several years, and large urban 

developments can take decades to complete.  
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Thanks to the division of the development into partially overlapping 

stages, the study period enabled insights into project organising, 

especially inter-project organising, in phases from early planning through 

procurement and construction to project completion. This is visible in the 

different sub-studies of Study II, which dig deep into the planning phase 

and follow three developers’ longitudinally from procurement to 

completion. As for the methods of collecting material, understanding 

actors’ actions in project organising can be difficult from using interviews 

alone, as it is only possible to grasp what the interviewees say they do, 

rather than what they actually do. The combination of interviews with 

observations, then, has been essential both to validate and to get a 

broader picture of the actions taken to do inter-project organising. 
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5. Summary of appended papers  

This chapter presents the appended papers and explains the findings 

that led to the overall findings of this thesis. Each paper is presented 

separately, briefly summarising the work that fed into the general 

discussion.  

5.1. Paper 1: Coordinated construction logistics: an 

innovation perspective 

The paper explores coordinated construction logistics as an increasingly 

discussed empirical phenomenon in the construction industry. The 

presumption of a complex construction industry has led to suggestions, 

from both practice and research, of developing and implementing logistic 

solutions in construction projects (Ekeskär & Rudberg, 2016; Vrijhoef & 

Koskela, 2000). This phenomenon has mainly been studied from a supply 

chain management perspective that sees construction logistics as a 

rational tool to improve efficiency in the construction industry. However, 

to understand changes in any industry, studies from different 

perspectives are useful. The study of change as innovation has precedence 

in construction management research (Bygballe & Ingemansson, 2014; 

Taylor & Levitt, 2004). Therefore, the purpose of the paper was to 

suggest a different way of studying coordinated construction logistics by 

mapping empirically found models and exploring them as different 

types of innovation.  

Five empirically found logistics models are explored in the paper: two 

models developed by two Swedish contractors, one model developed by a 

developer for large-scale construction projects with five parallel contracts, 

and two models developed by two municipalities for two urban 

development districts. A detailed description of the material collection 

and reasoning of it can be found in the Research Approach chapter. The 

five examples are used to answer the research question: how can 

coordinated construction logistics be elaborated on from an inter-

organisational perspective?  

The empirical material was analysed using Slaughter’s five types of 

innovation (Slaughter, 1998): incremental, modular, architectural, 

systemic and radical. This was done to map the empirical examples as 
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different types of construction innovation, and from that explore the 

inter-organisational relationships. The findings suggest that coordinated 

construction logistics are not a singular solution for on-site efficiency. 

Rather, depending on the context in which the models are developed, 

they will have different drivers and influence organisations, projects and 

systems differently. This can range from minor environmental impacts to 

facilitating collaboration and learning between inter-organisational 

actors.  

The paper contributes to the supply-chain management literature by 

reflecting on objectives for coordinated construction logistics beyond 

increased efficiency. It also contributes to the construction management 

literature by illustrating how the development and implementation of 

change in inter-organisational contexts (especially multi-project contexts) 

is dependent on unified management, actors’ engagement and clear 

objectives. In order for inter-organisational actors to coordinate, 

commitment and communication is important. Further research is 

suggested to explore clients’ role in supporting change in construction 

projects and how their procurement strategies can influence the 

coordination between actors.  
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5.2. Paper 2: Users' influence on inter-organisational 

innovation: mapping the receptive context 

Building on the suggestion in Paper 1 regarding the importance of better 

understanding construction clients’ role as supporters of change in multi-

project contexts, Paper 2 focuses on inter-organisational change in multi-

project contexts from a client perspective. While change and innovation 

are constantly present in the construction industry, they are mainly 

present within single projects (Loosemore, 2015). Multi-project contexts, 

such as urban development districts, are characterised by complexities 

stemming from the many interdependent projects and actors that 

influence the possibilities to initiate and implement innovation (Cabrera 

& Cabrera, 2002; Lindgren & Emmitt, 2017; Winch, 1998). Based on this, 

the purpose of the paper is to study how users influence inter-

organisational innovation in multi-project contexts by mapping the 

receptive context for change.  

The paper is based on empirical material from the pre-study of the urban 

development district, which is described in detail in the Research 

Approach chapter of this thesis. The material explores clients’, 

contractors’ and subcontractors’ usage and perception of an innovation, 

namely a construction logistics centre. Pettigrew et al.’s (1992) 

framework, mapping a receptive context for change through eight 

features, is applied to analyse the empirical material.  

The findings show that the studied case did not have a sufficiently 

receptive context for change to embed an inter-organisational innovation. 

The construction clients are identified as having a critical role in the 

innovation process and being in control of mechanisms influencing the 

receptive context. Regardless of this, the findings indicate that the 

communication was not sufficient from the clients to the contractors, that 

the clients’ procurement strategies did not facilitate the innovation being 

used, and that the clients did not see themselves as supporters of 

innovation. Moreover, the findings indicate that clients act differently as 

potential supporters of change, depending on their experience, size, 

timeframe and ownership.  

The paper contributes to the construction management literature by 

illustrating the importance of a receptive context for change for inter-

organisational innovation in multi-project contexts. The clients’ 
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importance in creating such a context is illustrated in the paper, 

especially through their procurement strategies, thus adding to the 

discussion on clients as central actors in a change process (Ingemansson 

Havenvid et al., 2016; Kulatunga et al., 2011). Further studies are 

suggested to focus more on how clients can differ in their potential and 

willingness to support change, depending on their experience, size, 

timeframe and ownership. Another suggestion for further studies is to 

include municipalities as initiators of urban development and as 

important actors in understanding the inter-organisational 

interdependencies influencing the receptive context for change in multi-

project contexts.  
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5.3. Paper 3: Developing a neighbourhood: exploring 

construction projects from a project ecology perspective 

In Paper 1 and Paper 2, coordinated construction logistics are used as an 

illustrative example of how clients become interdependent when 

performing projects in multi-project contexts. An interest in those 

horizontal interdependencies between clients spurred the development of 

Paper 3 to zoom out to the inter-project level (Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018) 

and then zoom in on the clients’ horizontal interdependencies. The 

‘between projects’ in multi-project contexts can be seen as a space where 

relationships between actors, actions and artefacts emerge (Lefebvre, 

1991). From this perspective, multi-project contexts consisting of multiple 

clients performing parallel and sequential projects, can be explained 

through project ecologies (Grabher, 2002, 2004). The notion of project 

ecologies is useful as it sheds light on interdependencies and 

relationships beyond the vertical and contractual, which in this paper are 

called the clients’ horizontal interdependencies. The purpose of the paper 

is to zoom out from the single construction project perspective, put the 

project in a wider context, and explore the clients’ role in such a context.  

The development of a major urban development district (i.e., the main 

case in this thesis) is used as an empirical example of a project ecology. 

Within the case, the longitudinal study of three construction clients 

focuses on how the clients interacted with each other and other actors, 

and their perception of the project ecology. The material was analysed 

through the theoretical lens of social capital (Bourdieu, 1990) in order to 

understand the clients’ interdependencies. The material was analysed in 

detail using Nahapiet and Ghosal’s (1998) three dimensions of social 

capital: structural, relational and cognitive.  

Through the lens of social capital, the emerging informal relationships 

between the construction clients are explored. The findings show that the 

clients started to build relationships from the structure of the project 

ecology, and that they over time expanded their relationships as trust was 

built. Moreover, the clients discussed their emerging relationships as 

important to being able to complete their own projects. The conclusion is 

that horizontal interdependencies are important to account for when 

performing projects in a project ecology. Moreover, the clients’ role is 

extended in such a context to include both intra-project and inter-project 

practices.  
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These findings contribute to the construction management literature by 

highlighting the importance of zooming out from the single project, to 

considering interdependencies between projects that often go beyond 

contractual relationships. Moreover, project ecologies are presented as a 

fruitful way to describe urban developments in particular, but also multi-

project contexts in general, which can help broaden project studies’ 

understanding of large-scale projects beyond megaprojects and 

programmes. Further studies are suggested to include comparative 

studies of several similar project ecologies, and to dig deeper into how 

and when clients coordinate and collaborate between projects, i.e., act on 

their interdependencies.  
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5.4. Paper 4: Organisational routines in multi-project 

contexts: coordinating in an urban development project 

ecology 

Building on the suggestion in Paper 3 to further explore clients’ 

coordinating in project ecologies, Paper 4 focuses on how clients develop 

inter-project routines as coordinating mechanisms to handle their 

horizontal interdependencies. There is an understanding that society is 

becoming ‘projectified’ (Lundin et al., 2015) and that the increased 

organising through projects has led to multi-project contexts becoming 

increasingly present in organised settings (Martinsuo & Hoverfält, 2018). 

In order to focus on the inter-project level in multi-project contexts, 

project ecologies are used in the paper to describe the setting, which can 

also help to broaden the view of the ongoing projectification (Packendorff 

& Lindgren, 2014). The purpose of the paper is, therefore, to explore 

inter-project interdependencies and coordinating between clients in a 

project ecology.  

The paper is based on the empirical findings from studying the planning 

phase between clients and the municipality in the single case study of the 

thesis, as described in the Research Approach chapter. The study 

illustrates how clients, from the early-phases of projects in a project 

ecology, become aware of their interdependencies and take actions to 

coordinate between themselves. The empirical material is analysed 

through the lens of routine dynamics and organisational routines viewed 

as practices (Feldman, 2016; Feldman & Pentland, 2003) by identifying 

patterns of action between the clients, i.e., the emerging inter-project 

routines.  

The paper presents four emerging inter-project routines between the 

clients: gathering, contracting, unifying and joint outsourcing routines. 

Through the understanding of project ecologies and inter-organisational 

projects, they are described as ‘coordinating mechanisms’. Moreover, the 

findings illustrate how clients become both colleagues and competitors 

when performing projects side-by-side. The paper shows how clients self-

organise through routines in order to reach their project goals and 

maintain the project ecology.  

The first contribution of the paper is to illustrate an empirical context 

that is new to both the project ecologies literature and routine dynamics. 
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For routine dynamics, project ecologies can enable the exploration of 

routines in a dynamic context, where actors and relationships constantly 

change compared to continuous organisational contexts. A second 

contribution is to multi-project management, by illustrating clients’ and 

their project managers’ coordinating stemming from horizontal 

interdependencies in project ecologies. These self-organised coordinating 

processes emerge over time and are outside project managers’ regular 

intra-project focus. The paper suggests further studies to develop routine 

dynamics’ understanding of how routines develop between organisations 

by exploring temporary organising and project ecologies, as the 

temporary aspect can aid the focus on space and time issues of routines. 

The paper also calls for further studies to focus on the multi-project 

management of project ecologies by better understanding the space 

between projects and exploring the self-organising.  
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5.5. Paper 5: Organising within and between projects – space 

influence on performing routines 

In Paper 4, it is suggested that organisational routines are valid for 

further exploration in project contexts to further understand the time and 

space aspects of complex project contexts. Projects are most often defined 

through a time perspective, having a starting point, a time plan, and a 

finishing time (Lundin & Söderholm, 1995; Bakker et. al., 2016). While 

time has been thoroughly examined in project studies, space has yet to 

gain the same attention (Bosch-Sijtsema & Tjell, 2017). Bygballe et al. 

(2021) apply routine dynamics (Feldman et al., 2021) as a mechanism to 

further examine the spatial dimensions of project organising by seeing 

routines as situated actions. Paper 5, therefore, digs deeper into space in 

project contexts by following routine performance.  

Understanding routines in project organising is important, as a major 

challenge in projects is to reconstitute organisational processes (such as 

routines) in new projects (Birnholtz et al., 2007). Using routines to 

examine how projects are bounded in space is beneficial because routines, 

understood through the theoretical lens of routine dynamics, focus not 

only on what is planned to be done, but on how it is accomplished 

through the situated actions of the participants within the contingencies 

of the space they occupy.  

Complex project contexts often entail organising within and across 

projects, organisations and actors, and therefore potential conflicts in 

aligning different perceptions and meanings between the actors in the 

different spaces they occupy (Bakker et al., 2016; Vaagaasar et al., 2020). 

As projects are often part of a multi-project context, project organising 

occurs not just within an inter-organisational project but also between 

inter-organisational projects in a multi-project and multi-organisational 

context. The purpose of the paper, therefore, is to explore space within 

and between inter-organizational projects, in order to better understand 

project organizing in a multi-project context. Routines are seen from a 

process perspective as repeatable patterns of interdependent actions 

performed by multiple actors (Feldman & Pentland, 2003).  

The paper uses two case studies, the first of which zooms in on routines 

re-enacted within a single urban infrastructure project, while the second 

zooms out to routines emerging between projects in a project ecology of 
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an urban development district (the in-depth study of a planning phase in 

Study II). The findings show how project actors perform actions to 

overcome space interdependencies that are over time patterned into 

routines. These actions are described in three categories: organising, roles 

and goals. These categories are interrelated in a loop of space influence 

on routines. The findings suggest that, within projects, formal organising 

is more common, while between projects informal organising is used 

more frequently.  

The paper primarily contributes to the project studies literature by 

illustrating how action patterns are recreated as actors respond to the 

influence of space in their project contexts. Another contribution is made 

by illustrating how routines in project organising should not be seen as 

things through which only plans are enacted and rules are followed, but 

as how routines emerge and work is accomplished through the situated 

actions of project actors. 
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5.6. Paper 6: Self-organising in urban development: a project 

ecologies perspective 

In Paper 4, self-organising is identified as significant in terms of how 

clients handle their horizontal interdependencies in project ecologies. 

Building on this, Paper 6 digs deeper into this inter-project self-

organising. The increased entanglement and interdependencies between 

projects in project ecologies is described as the ‘projectification’ of society 

through public governance, where public actors use a network of public 

and private actors to carry out public services through projects (Fred, 

2015; Lundin et al., 2015). This creates inter-organisational, multi-project 

contexts that can be described through project ecologies (Grabher, 2002, 

2004).  

Urban development has, in recent decades, moved towards a more 

heterogeneous form of governance that calls for closer collaboration 

between policymakers, clients, spatial planners, and suppliers in order to 

successfully combine different values in society (Zakhour & Metzger, 

2018). New neighbourhoods created by urban development are planned, 

designed and built through multiple construction projects managed by 

public and private clients, and are performed by different organisations 

and professions in parallel and sequence to each other within a limited 

spatial area. The purpose of the paper is to to increase the understanding 

of the organizing between construction clients in urban development 

districts and its impact on overarching goals of the district.   

The paper uses two case studies of project ecologies of public governance 

initiatives to explore inter-project self-organising. Both cases include 

urban development districts in the region of Stockholm, the second case 

is the in-depth study of a planning phase in Study II. The empirical 

material focuses on how the clients interrelate and their emerging inter-

project practices. The material is analysed using Heylighen’s (2013) 

description of self-organising processes as four dependent coordinating 

mechanisms: alignment, division of labour, workflow and aggregation.  

The findings suggest that the clients’ self-organising is an iterative 

process, where new issues are identified over time, and where 

coordinating through self-organising actions occurs based on the clients’ 

needs. The findings suggest that large public clients tend towards 

formalising inter-project coordinating while private clients depend more 
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on trust and informal actions. The self-organising creates a setting where 

public and private interests are negotiated between individual project 

managers. Furthermore, the findings are in line with those in Paper 3 and 

Paper 4 regarding how clients and their project managers must have a 

focus beyond their single project, i.e., something that takes up time and 

resources from the clients.  

The paper contributes to the construction management literature by 

illustrating how the messy reality between construction projects, 

stemming from public governance initiatives, is managed through self-

organising. Self-organising plays a large role over rationalistic planning 

and structured work, when organising in urban development. The paper 

also provides policymakers with insights into how urban development 

creates project ecologies where public and private construction clients 

become key players in the planning and design of new neighbourhoods.  
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6. Discussion  

This chapter presents the aggregated analysis and discussion of the six 

appended papers. The findings from the papers contribute a deeper 

understanding of space interdependencies and inter-project practices, 

through which ‘the between’ in project ecologies can be discussed and 

developed. The research questions presented in the introductory 

chapter, therefore, will be answered before discussing the overall 

contributions and implications of this thesis in the next chapter.  

6.1.  Space interdependencies between projects    

6.1.1. Centrality of horizontal relationships 

If no project is an island, inter-project relationships becomes interesting 

to explore to understand project practices (Packendorff & Lindgren, 

2014). The field of project studies focuses most attention on the 

relationship between the project (temporary organisation) and the 

‘permanent’ organisation (Winch, 2014). This relationship can be 

described as vertical, where the permanent organisation is involved in the 

origination and termination of the project, with some level of decision-

making power (i.e., a principal-agent relationship). Less attention is given 

to horizontal relationships in project studies, where the 

interdependencies do not include decision-making power from one actor 

to another. Within project ecologies, horizontal relationships are highly 

influential (Newell et al., 2008) and focusing on them can uncover 

relationships beyond the contractual in and between construction 

projects. As such, horizontal relationships are the focus of the papers 

included in this thesis, and are investigated through space 

interdependencies between projects. 

In the project ecology of the studied urban development, the most 

distinguishable space interdependencies come from geographical 

closeness, parallel time frames, and overlapping requirements between 

the clients’ projects. Paper 3 describes how intra-project practices and 

inter-project practices run in parallel within the same space, disrupting 

projects with their interdependencies. The findings show that 

construction clients alternate between prioritising their own projects and 

handling the surrounding context. Adding to Bosch-Sijtema and Tjell 
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(2017) discussion on space influence on collaborating within projects, 

Paper 4 illustrate that space between projects is handled by coordinating 

practices.  

Construction clients need to prioritise between their own project goals 

and the project ecology. Grabher (2002) describes how actors within a 

project ecology work together but potentially also experience rivalry. 

Paper 3 shows that construction clients will use their social capital 

(Bourdieu, 1990) to build horizontal relationships from the 

interdependencies between projects, but will at the same time act as 

competitors regarding some issues. When they work together and their 

actions are patterned into routines, they act as colleagues, but they also 

compete over their end-customers, who will rent or buy the apartments 

they build.  

In sum, by following Giddens (1984) suggestion of duality between 

structure and agency, when projects are performed in parallel and 

sequence in geographical closeness space interdependencies emerge as 

actors take actions between projects. These interdependencies depend on 

actions and, depending on what actions are taken, new interdependencies 

emerge. Inter-project practices emerge, when actions are taken to handle 

the space interdependencies.   

6.1.2. Organising from space interdependencies   

For the continuing discussion on organising in a project ecology, it is 

important to note how a project ecology should be viewed – especially 

from a space perspective. A project ecology should not be viewed as static 

but continuously emerging (Sydow & Windeler, 2020). The project 

ecology featured in this thesis was studied through an urban development 

district, but that does not mean it did not exist before the development 

started or that it will cease to exist when the development is completed. A 

project ecology becomes through a continuous combination and 

recombination of latent and emerging relationships when actors take 

actions between projects and organisations (Grabher & Ibert, 2011).  

The clients were found to respond proactively or reactively, and their 

characteristics (e.g., size, experience), what the interdependency was, and 

how it arose all influenced how they took action.  As identified in Paper 6, 

larger, more experienced clients tend to lean more towards being 
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proactive, while smaller clients new to the project ecology are more prone 

to first observe other clients and take action based on that. This is 

interesting from a construction management perspective, as the literature 

tends to view construction clients as one type of actor responding in 

similar ways to project processes (Briscoe et al., 2004; Kulatunga et al., 

2011). However, by following many clients in the same context, this thesis 

contributes a more nuanced picture of construction clients as a more 

heterogeneous group.  

Space interdependencies can be arranged from unknown to known, 

meaning that some of them are known by the clients from the start of 

their projects, either through information in the land agreements or 

through past experiences of running construction projects in tight 

locations. Other interdependencies emerge during projects’ life cycles, 

stemming from unplanned events, which suggests that a large part of 

clients’ work is about handling crises and arising opportunities (Karrbom 

Gustavsson, 2016).   

The inter-project practices that emerge when project actors handle multi-

project contexts, greatly influence the creation of project ecologies. From 

the perspective of the projectification (Lundin et al., 2015), it is not just a 

great number of temporary organisations builds up the organising of the 

society, but the influence that these temporary organisations have on 

each other through sharing experiences.  

6.2. Organisational routines between projects 

6.2.1. Self-organising actions patterned into routines  

After following construction clients’ actions over time, patterns of action 

become visible. This performing and patterning of actions by multiple 

actors is described as ‘routines emerging’ (Feldman & Pentland, 2003; 

Feldman et al., 2016). The actions emerge as they are situated in the 

space between projects without a structure of routines to follow from the 

beginning of the projects’ life cycles. This is unlike engineered routines, 

which stem from a vertical planning that is known from project initiation, 

or the re-enactment of routines from previous projects, which is common 

at an intra-project level (Addyman et al., 2020).  
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Routines emerging between projects can be described as an iterative 

process of coordinating interdependencies. The findings of Paper 4 show 

that construction clients develop several ways to coordinate their 

projects. Some actions come to nothing, while others persist and are 

patterned into routines. The complex and dynamic structure of a project 

ecology leads to actors following routines both from an insider and 

outsider perspective (Turner & Rindova, 2018). Actors may only see part 

of a routine, for example, only taking action when their profession is 

called for or in routines involving several steps with different 

organisations and projects. This can make re-enacting the past (Feldman 

& Pentland, 2003) difficult, so construction clients seem focused on 

taking action on the basis of future expectations.  

In Paper 4, four types of routines between the clients’ projects are 

identified and described: unifying, gathering, joint outsourcing and 

contracting. These are illustrative examples of when self-organising 

actions are patterned into routines, which is not to say that these four 

routines include all actions between the construction clients, or that other 

patterns of actions may not emerge. Combine this with the understanding 

that some space interdependencies are known from start of the clients’ 

projects, while others emerge during the process. Figure 3 shows how 

these routines are responses to unknown and known space 

interdependencies, and how the acting of one routine leads to other 

routines emerging. What is also important to note is how known space 

interdependencies are generally handled through a larger degree of 

formalising, compared to unknown space interdependencies. The 

findings of Paper 6 show that actions move from self-organising towards 

formalising over the projects’ life cycles. This is illustrated in the bottom 

arrows, more formalised routines (joint outsourcing and contracting) can 

emerge from performing the more informal routines of unifying and 

gathering).  
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Figure 3: The relationship between space interdependencies, routines 

and formalising processes.  

The findings indicate that clients’ actions between projects are mainly 

self-organised as there are no resources set aside for organising, and no 

policies or documents stipulating how the organising between the 

projects should be carried out. There will only be actions to self-organise 

when there is a need, without any formal planning in advance. This 

contrast the large amount of literature suggesting up-front planning and 

formal supervision as key success factors for projects (Cicmil et al., 

2006). However, without formal leaders, follow-up might be lacking, as 

well as conflict management. Moreover, when the organising is mainly 

based on need, it may peter out if no one takes the lead, or, if a few strong 

actors take the lead informally, the benefits of the self-organising might 

be skewed.  

By following the routines emerging between projects, it could be said that 

some projects take a larger role in the self-organising. Newell et al. 

(2008), focusing on different organisations participating in projects, find 

that power continuously shifts between actors in a project ecology. 

Moving beyond this by focusing on the self-organising between projects, 

power shifts not just between organisations but between projects. In 

other words, a smaller, conventional project can become vital depending 

on its place in the project ecology, for example how the project is 

physically located compared to other interdependent projects.  

6.2.2.  Routines’ influence on inter-project processes 

Current research is deepening the understanding of routines’ role in 

project contexts (Bygballe et al., 2021; Cacciatori & Prencipe, 2021). 

Moreover, as project contexts are associated with being “open in time as 
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well as in ‘space’” (Engwall, 2003, p. 790), a need has been identified to 

further understand the performing and patterning of routines in project 

contexts, compared to more ‘permanent’ organisational contexts. 

Following Bygballe et al.’s (2021) call for a deeper understanding of 

routines as situated actions in project contexts, the identified routines in 

Paper 4 serve as examples to highlight the specifics of routines in project 

contexts. The inter-project perspective, focusing on routines emerging 

between projects, enables a focus on the routines that emerge as project 

actors start to interact in their shared spaces, rather than on the routines 

being implemented from standards and policies, i.e., engineered. Table 2 

presents the characteristics of routines in project contexts from Feldman 

et al.’s (2021) four aspects of routines.  

Table 2: Specifics of routines between projects from Feldman et al.’s 

(2021) description of aspects of routines.  

 

With routines emerging from space interdependencies, artefacts do not 

have a large influence on the actions compared to earlier findings in 

routine dynamics exploring routines in ‘permanent’ intra-organisational 

contexts (D'Adderio, 2011). Instead, artefacts emerge from the patterning 

of actions, for example construction clients creating contracts between 

each other based on discussions in their informal meeting forums. As 

identified in Paper 5, routines within a project reflected from past 

experiences rely on existing artefacts, while routines between projects 

reflected from future expectations produce new artefacts. A conclusion 

Theoretical aspects of routines (Feldman et al., 2021) Characteristics of routines between projects

Accomplishment of a particular task

“the way that these tasks are accomplished and how 

orientation to the tasks affects the way the routines are 

enacted” (p. 5)

Actors across projects come together to complete tasks. 

Tasks arise during the projects’ life cycle, routines 

emerge as a response.

Sequences of actions

“the different patterns of action sequences and their 

variations” (p. 5)

Sequences of actions commence as a response to 

external task requirements; reactions. 

Actors may not be to able follow the whole sequence 

when routines are performed across organisations and 

projects.

Recurrent nature of action patterns

“the participants’ experiences with earlier enactments of 

the action pattern and how this affects future routine 

enactments” (p. 5)

Actors have different understandings of action patterns 

due to experiences from different organisations and 

previous projects, with different aims for the future.

Reflective regulation

“the role that explicit attempts at managing or influencing 

routines through artifacts…have on the enactment of 

routines as well as the co-evolution between those 

artefacts and actual routine performances” (p. 6)

Focus lies on the co-evolution between artefact and 

routine performance, where artefacts emerge from the 

patterning of actions. 
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from this is that space is perceived differently depending on where the 

actions take place.  

The routines emerging between projects illustrate how space 

interdependencies create shared practices and relationships over time. 

This is mainly done without relying on existing artefacts or past 

experiences and is based on self-organising. The actions that are 

patterned into routines lead to relationships becoming formalised over 

time.  

6.3.  Inter-project organising in project ecologies  

6.3.1. Managing between projects  

The routines emerging between projects illustrate how project actors self-

organise. The findings of this thesis correspond with Pryke et al.’s (2018) 

suggestion that the self-organising process is characterised by informality 

and not steered by principal-agent relationships, e.g., governed by 

vertical contracts. Even though the findings indicate that construction 

clients act as both colleagues and competitors, self-organising processes 

stem from horizontal relationships built from mutual understanding. 

However, self-organising from horizontal relationships is not always 

equal, and the comparison of two project ecologies in Paper 6 indicates 

that informal leaders soon appear in self-organising processes. The 

loudest voice gets heard.  

Trust is a key factor for self-organising to emerge and persist in project 

ecologies. Clients need to trust outside actors (e.g., other clients) to 

influence and act in their project processes. Self-organising, therefore, is 

not just done by clients to fulfil their own project goals but also to 

maintain project ecologies. As trust takes time to build up (Bechky, 2006; 

Bygballe et al., 2016) projects with long life spans can greatly facilitate 

emerging and maintaining of project ecologies. Paper 3 shows that it can 

also be the other way around, with project ecologies creating the 

conditions for trusting relationships. For urban development districts the 

project ecology nurture trust as construction projects spans over several 

years, the project actors interact and move between projects based on 

previous relationships.  
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Self-organising is a way to coordinate between projects where formal ties 

and vertical relationships are missing. This differs from project portfolios, 

programmes and project management offices, where the coordinating 

comes from formal relationships and front-end decisions (Martinsuo & 

Hoverfält, 2018). These different ways of organising project 

interdependencies are, of course, dependent on the context in which the 

projects take place and will have different benefits and drawbacks. 

Moreover, self-organising between projects disputes the traditional 

understanding of projects as autonomous. In programmes and portfolios, 

the limit of project autonomy is visible through formal ties. Self-

organising in a more indeterminate project context of project ecologies, 

shows how projects’ assumed autonomy is limited through space 

interdependencies.  

By focusing on ‘the between’ in project ecologies, not only are the social 

relationships understood better but also the management of projects in 

an ecology. Paper 6 illustrates that managing ‘the between’ takes 

resources from individual project managers in the projects, which is 

mainly due to the emphasis on self-organising, and thereby the lack of 

specific actors managing the between compared to programmes or 

portfolios. Space is perceived and managed differently in different 

parallel and sequential projects in an ecology. Paper 5 shows that some 

clients see the sharing of space as limiting, while others feel empowered 

to search for innovative solutions. The findings of Paper 6 indicate that 

this may lead to discussions on resource allocations between the clients, 

e.g., when the clients perform the contracting routine it leads to costs 

such as hiring lawyers to draw up contracts, followed by discussions of 

division of costs enacting the contracting routine.  

Managing the between should be seen as a fundamental aspect of project 

management. Not just managing the single project’s space, as suggested 

by Engwall (2003), but understanding that other projects must be 

accounted for, e.g., organisationally and geographically. In the between, 

there is resistance that must be managed, but also in the between greater 

contributions can be made. In this case, the project ecology can enable 

the creation of a new, sustainable, urban development district. For 

individual clients, the project ecology can assist in selling their project’s 

end-product. Instead of just marketing new apartments, they can sell an 
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opportunity to become part of a new neighbourhood and benefit from 

other clients’ and the municipality’s products.  

6.3.2. An updated view on project ecologies  

A review of the literature using the notion of project ecologies (as 

presented in Paper 4) suggests that the concept’s potential is not yet fully 

employed. Exploring an urban development district as a project ecology 

and focusing on actors’ actions shows that the concept has the potential to 

move beyond identifying nodes in a network (Czarniawska, 2004) and in 

a large extend understand social relationships and emerging practices 

between self-organised actors. Most previous studies explore a project 

ecology from the viewpoint of one firm (Lobo & Whyte, 2017; Siemiatycki, 

2011), one actor (Henneberry & Parris, 2013), one project (Sydow, 2009) 

or a relationship between a small numbers of firms (Newell et al., 2008). 

This has the consequence of providing a one-sided perspective of the 

project ecology, and not fully grasping several dimensions of the 

relationships and practices involved. By shifting the focus to self-

organising between projects, a fuller understanding of project ecologies is 

achieved.   

Project ecologies offer a way to understand the social relationships in and 

between projects (Grabher, 2002), as well as projects beyond a 

transactional perspective (Hodgson & Cicmil, 2006). However, the 

concept needs to be developed to properly grasp the social relationships 

in project contexts, as some relationships and interdependencies can be 

missed if too much focus is placed on the projects and not ‘the between’. 

Building on Giddens’ (1984) description of structure and agency as a 

duality, Grabher (2004) discusses the mutual configuration between a 

project and its ecology. As a project ecology consists of several past, 

present and future projects, mutual configurations of structure and 

agency lead to projects influencing each other through the ecology. The 

understanding of a project ecology, therefore, will be incomplete if the 

focus on the constitutive layers is from a project perspective.  

Grabher (2004, p. 1492, emphasis added) contextualises projects and 

suggests exposing the “basic architecture of project ecologies by 

disentangling its constitutive layers, the core team, the firm, the epistemic 

community, and the personal networks.” The findings presented in this 

thesis, aggregated from the appended papers, suggest that the 
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constitutive layers should not be described in definite terms. When the 

focus is shifted further away from the single project, an interesting aspect 

of a project ecology is the pluralism that exists in each constitutive layer, 

along with the interdependencies. For example, it should not be the core 

team, but rather core teams.  

Following these arguments, the constitutive layers in project ecologies 

should be extended to include an inter-project layer to illustrate how 

networks and institutions are vital parts of project practices (Söderlund, 

2004) beyond the layer of epistemic community. With the epistemic 

community, the partial or peripheral participants in project practice are 

accounted for (Grabher, 2004). An inter-project layer would highlight the 

actions performed by actors in parallel and sequential projects that create 

inter-project practices influencing intra-project practices and project 

outcomes. This could, for example, be core team participants from two 

interdependent projects performing tasks together – both for the benefit 

of the project ecology and their individual projects.  

Using an empirical context, urban development through construction 

projects where inter-organisational projects are norm, also illustrates 

how a core team should not always be seen as a part of an organisation 

(firm), but could be actors from several organisations. Using an urban 

development as an example of a project ecology also shows that the 

concept can be used beyond following shared labour markets, to ecologies 

building from shared physical spaces. Broadening the possible 

applications of the project ecologies concept, and its usefulness in 

understanding what lies between project relationships, goes beyond 

nodes and ties in a network analysis. 
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7. Conclusions 

This chapter concludes the cover essay and lays out the theoretical 

contributions and practical implications of the thesis. Suggestions for 

further research will also be given. To orient the discussion, the first 

section will summarise the research and reflect on its overall purpose.  

7.1. Summary of research 

The purpose of this thesis is to increase the understanding of multi-

project context, through investigating inter-project practices in project 

ecologies, and this has been fulfilled by using two empirical studies 

(Study I and Study II). Study I was on coordinated construction logistics 

as a symptom of space interdependencies between projects, and Study II 

was on space interdependencies between projects in an urban 

development district from the construction clients’ viewpoint. The 

purpose was also fulfilled through a continuous review of the organisation 

and management literature – especially on temporary organising, project 

ecologies and organisational routines as a practice. The aggregated 

findings of the appended papers reveal how space interdependencies 

between projects influenced the construction clients’ inter-project 

practices, and how organisational routines emerged between projects in a 

project ecology.   

The findings also illustrate how space interdependencies emerged 

between construction projects.  Due to geographical closeness, parallel 

time frames, and overlapping requirements between projects, the 

construction clients started to plan and organise between their projects. 

Their actions led to space interdependencies, which in turn led to new 

actions and emerging horizontal relationships between the clients. In 

general, actors commencing projects in a project ecology must apply both 

an intra- and inter-project focus to manage their own projects and handle 

interdependencies between projects.  

Moreover, the actions taken by the construction clients between projects 

were patterned into routines; inter-project routines. These actions were 

not steered through principal-agent relationships, but stemmed from 

horizontal relationships. The findings illustrate that, when the clients 
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took actions, which were patterned into routines, they were self-organised 

to a large extent.  

Inter-project organising, here exemplified through practices of routines, 

can enhance the understanding of project ecologies, in which the main 

complexities lie between projects. Great benefits are possible if the actors 

can overcome issues on skewed power relationships, trust, and resource 

allocations. Project ecologies can even facilitate collaboration on 

sustainability goals for a whole urban area and create new vivid 

neighbourhoods. On an aggregated level, other benefits include 

collaboration, learning and innovation. 

By shifting the focus to between projects and inter-project routines, the 

findings suggest that project ecologies should be further developed to 

include an inter-project layer, horizontally between projects. This inter-

project layer, and following routines, can aid further usage of project 

ecologies to move from identifying actors, projects and organisations in 

networks, to following actions and actors’ practices emerging in a project 

ecology.  

7.2. Theoretical contributions  

Several theoretical contributions can be drawn from the findings in the 

six appended papers – mainly in relation to project studies and 

construction management research.  

The thesis contributes to project studies by highlighting project ecologies 

as a tool to broaden the understanding of multi-project contexts by taking 

both a multi-project and multi-organisational perspective, in line with 

Geraldi and Söderlund (2018). With multi-project contexts becoming 

increasingly common in our society, a growing research field has emerged 

to explain how our society is organised (Geraldi & Söderlund, 2018; 

Lundin et al., 2015). Project ecologies are presented as a way to 

understand multi-project contexts from both a multi-project and multi-

organisational perspective (Grabher, 2004; Söderlund, 2004) when 

looking beyond megaprojects, programmes and portfolios. However, the 

concept has not been used to its full potential to understand the actions 

between projects that are not vertically interdependent through, e.g., 

contracts and intra-organisational relationships. By using a new empirical 

context, i.e., the urban development district, and zooming in on space 
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interdependencies, this thesis has shown how project ecologies can 

enable a fuller understanding of inter-project organising.   

Further contributions are made by this thesis to project studies by 

shedding light on self-organising. By shifting focus from the project to 

‘between projects’, it is shown that a major complexity in project 

processes is found in the context of the projects. Here exemplified 

through space interdependencies, it is not just the space within projects 

that needs to be managed (Bosch-Sijtsema & Tjell, 2017) but the space 

between them must be organised when performing projects in a 

projectified society. Shifting focus to the between as a fundamental 

dimension of project management shows that much resistance lays 

outside the single project, but it is also here that greater contributions can 

be made. As exemplified in the empirical material, it is not the single 

project that builds a new sustainable urban district, but multiple actors 

from multiple organisations in parallel and sequential projects organising 

themselves together. This organising is difficult to plan and the thesis 

highlights the self-organising that emerges between the entities as 

important processes in understanding project organising. Adding to 

Pryke et al.’s (2018) findings that self-organising is used in projects where 

organising stemming from formal relationships is not enough, this thesis 

instead looks between projects’ self-organising, which should not be seen 

as coming from formal relationships but rather as the initial and main 

approach of organising.  

Contributions are also made to the literature focusing on project 

ecologies. Through its illustration of a project ecology, this thesis shows 

that the concept is useful beyond the understanding of shared labour 

markets (Grabher, 2004) and suggests that project ecologies are not just 

about shared actors in a limited physical space but about sharing space 

between actors. By following actors’ actions in this new empirical context, 

social relationships within project ecologies become the focus, rather than 

just identifying networks of actors. One contribution of this thesis is its 

focus on practices that can provide a fuller picture of a project ecology – 

especially the inter-project practices stemming from informal 

relationships as suggested by Newell et al. (2008). Studying practices in 

project ecologies opens up a new level of analysis, contrary to the 

previous focus on the level of the firm. Studying mundane tasks can help 
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in understanding the organising of society due to its projectification, 

because today’s projects are not just a result of strategic choices in firms.  

This thesis suggests that an additional layer to Grabher’s (2004) four 

constitutional layers of project ecologies could be an inter-project layer. 

By colouring the ‘between’ in project ecologies, this thesis can inspire 

project studies to zoom out and consider multi-project and multi-

organisational perspectives, as well as informal, horizontal 

interdependencies between projects and organisations. Furthermore, 

when using a routine dynamics lens to study project ecologies, multi-

project contexts no longer appear as a static network and the dynamic 

relationships are revealed.  

Contributions are made to the construction management literature by 

exposing the difficulty of planning in complex project contexts, such as 

urban development districts. This is done by zooming in on space 

interdependencies between construction projects and how they lead to 

horizontal relationships, and broadening the understanding of projects 

that focus on vertical relationships between internal project actors (e.g., 

clients and contractors) or between permanent and the temporary 

organisations (Winch, 2014). Vertical relationships are often formal and 

established (e.g., through contracts) and are thereby easy to identify, but 

they do not give a full picture of construction project organising (Pryke et 

al., 2018).  

This thesis contributes to the construction management literature by 

shedding light on other emerging relationships that influence project 

organising, namely the horizontal relationships emerging over the 

project’s life cycle. As they emerge over time, they are difficult to plan for 

and are mainly self-organised. So, rather than suggesting tools for 

planning construction projects from the early phases, construction 

projects performed in project ecologies must instead plan for the 

unplannable self-organising. By focusing on ‘the between’ of construction 

projects, construction clients’ networks are made visible and broadened 

beyond their suppliers to reveal how construction clients use and react to 

each other’s actions and interact with each other. Here, the concept of 

project ecologies can shift the perspective on construction projects 

beyond input-output towards a circular understanding of 



63 
 

interdependencies and emerging relationships over several project life 

cycles.  

Lastly, contributions are made to organisational routines by following 

organisational routines as a project practice and showing the 

repetitiveness in project ecologies. Cacciatori and Prencipe (2021) 

describe how projects are not just about ad hoc performance and 

uniqueness, but that routines also play a role. In line with Bygballe et al.’s 

(2021) suggestions on routines’ influence in project contexts, this thesis 

shows how routines emerge to handle space interdependencies between 

projects in project ecologies, and that these are not routines enacted from 

standards or policies, but from self-organising. Moreover, by applying an 

organisational routines framework (Feldman et al., 2021; Feldman, 2016) 

to a project context, contributions are also made to understanding 

organisational routines. Project contexts can help illustrate how routines 

emerge through self-organising processes rather than engineered 

routines or routines embedded in more permanent organisational 

contexts (e.g., the firm). By studying routines in temporary organising, 

the understanding of how they emerge can be deepened, shifting the 

focus from the replication and change of already embedded routines.  

7.3. Practical implications  

The findings presented in this cover essay have practical implications for 

project actors – mainly for project management practitioners, 

construction clients and local government actors initiating and managing 

urban development.  

Project managers should reflect on their project contexts from a project 

ecologies perspective so as to not just focus on projects that run in 

parallel but also sequentially, and take into account the past experiences 

project actors come in with and their future expectations. Due to the 

projectification of society, it is not just about managing the project, but 

coordinating and possibly collaborating with interdependent projects. 

This should be reflected in the standards and education on project 

management, i.e., to not be too focused on the single project.  

This thesis shows that construction clients are central to an urban 

development district, which means that they cannot just focus on their 

own construction project, but must have a broader focus. When 
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performing a construction project in an urban development district, 

clients must manage their own project processes while coordinating with 

other parallel and sequential projects performed by other clients. This 

means that their usual way of working may need to be altered when 

working in a project ecology, and more resources may be needed for 

inter-project organising in terms of managing joint spaces and 

coordinating time plans. This is especially true for clients’ project 

managers, as their roles and responsibilities will be extended and new 

practices will emerge, such as performing routines within parallel 

projects. From this, clients can reflect on whether other competences are 

needed for project managers performing construction projects in a 

project ecology.  

This study of construction clients in a project ecology has highlighted new 

aspects of their practices. Construction clients do not just develop plans 

and procure suppliers to complete their project goals. By following the 

construction clients from the early planning phases, this thesis has also 

revealed the iterative processes and negotiations with local government 

and each other that must be done. Throughout the project’s life cycle, the 

client must be the central connection point for all other project actors, 

which makes it possible to reflect on learning in project contexts from a 

new angle. Construction clients take their experiences from earlier 

projects into their current projects. Through the concept of project 

ecologies, there is also the possibility to learn from other clients’ projects. 

Construction clients’ reflections on routines should not be limited to their 

own projects, but also between projects, which can also assist in making 

sense of their past actions and upcoming actions.   

Regarding the practical implications for local government, generally the 

actors initiating urban development are local government and, in 

Sweden, this local government is often a municipality. A few reflections 

can be made from the study regarding the municipality’s work and role in 

such a project ecology, which are in some sense the force behind a project 

ecology. The study shows how the municipality’s choices in designing the 

land allocation greatly influenced the construction clients’ work in terms 

of how the different plots looked and were connected to each other, what 

requirements were made (e.g., sustainability requirements), and of course 

the cost of the land. With many small plots and many requirements, the 

level of inter-project organising will increase for clients and other actors. 
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Strict requirements may also push project actors to search for new 

processes and products to be able to meet them (e.g., using new 

environmental friendly materials).  

On the back of this, power of the municipality also comes with a 

responsibility to ensure that the construction clients and other actors 

actually can organise between projects sufficiently, meet the 

requirements, and still have the means to pay for the land and complete 

the project. Private clients will not be able to complete their projects if 

there is no financial incentive, which will obviously affect the overall 

completion of the urban development. In other words, initiating an urban 

development district by allocating land to several private and public 

construction clients will influence when and how society can benefit from 

the new urban districts, as well as how the new neighbourhood will look 

and function. Here, the municipalities, or other local government actors, 

should also look for insights and experiences from previous and parallel 

urban development districts.    

7.4. Suggestions for further studies 

Each appended paper contains suggestions for further studies in line with 

the purpose of that paper, and, when taken together, some overall 

suggestions for further studies can be made. A comparative study of 

similar urban development districts is of primary interest, both to 

validate the present findings and deepen the understanding of 

construction projects in a project ecology. As a part of this, self-organising 

is an interesting phenomenon to explore further, as it is increasingly used 

(e.g. Pryke et al., 2018) to understand emerging relationships that go 

beyond formal ties and contracts. A continued focus on self-organising in 

multi-project contexts will also further the understanding of what goes on 

between projects and the influence of context on project processes.  

This study has focused on construction clients managing projects in a 

project ecology, but it would also be of interest to construction 

management research and practice to know whether other actors (e.g., 

contractors) also develop inter-project practices. The field of project 

studies would also benefit from knowing whether there is a difference in 

how managers and non-managerial actors handle interdependencies and 

horizontal relationships between projects.  
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The use of organisational routines from a routine dynamics perspective 

(Feldman et al., 2021) has been beneficial in this study to understand 

inter-project practices, and both project studies and routine dynamics 

could benefit from following routines in a project context (Bygballe et al., 

2021; Cacciatori & Prencipe, 2021). The time and space dimensions of 

performing routines in project contexts are also of interest, as space and 

time differ in temporary organising from more permanent organising. 

Moreover, a continued focus on routines can shed light on experience 

sharing between projects that is not visible when studying formal 

relationships. Lastly, taking a practice approach by, for example, using 

routine dynamics, can help deepen the understanding of specific project 

ecologies by following the actions taken rather than just identifying the 

ties between the actors. 
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Appendix A, Collected empirical material  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Studie I, Comparative study of coordinated construction logistics

Interviews 

Role Project/Organisation Type of actor Date

Head of Logistics Contractor 1 Contractor December 2016 

Logistic manager Contractor 1 Contractor December 2016 

Logistic manager Contractor 2, project 1 Contractor January 2017

Project manager Contractor 2, project 1 Contractor February 2017

Logistic manager Contractor 2, project 2 Contractor October 2017 

Project manager Urban construction project Consultant June 2017

Site manager Urban construction project Consultant June 2017

Project manager Urban construction project Contractor November 2017

Logistic manager Urban construction project Consultant November 2017

Logistic manager Urban development district 1 Consultant March 2017

Logisitc site manager Urban development district 1 Contractor October 2017 

Logistic manager Urban development district 2 Contractor March 2017

Logistic consultant Urban development district 2 Consultant March 2017

Logistic manager Urban development district 2 Contractor March 2017

Client support Urban development district 2 Consultant April 2017 

Observations

Type Project/Organisation Length Date

Workshop with contractor and 

invited researcher Contractor 1 3 hours September 2016

Workshop with contractor and 

invited researcher Contractor 2 3 hours November 2016

Presentation and workshop 

with managers Urban construction project 2 hours October 2017 

Presentations of district by 

managers Urban development district 1 1 hour February 2018 
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Studie II, In-depth study of an urban development district 

Longitudinal study, phase "Brofästet"

Interviews 

Role Project/Organisation Type of actor Date

Project manager Developer 1 Construction client April 2016 

May 2017 

March 2019 

Project manager Developer 2 Construction client April 2016 

June 2017 

March 2019 

Project manager Developer 3 Construction client April 2016 

March 2019 

Project manager Municipality Public actor April 2017 

Client support Municipality Consultant April 2017 

Observations

Type Project/Organisation Length Date

Construction project 

client meeting

Municipality representatives and 

9 developers

1,5 hours October 2016

Contractor meeting Municipality representatives, 

around 10 contractors and 

logistics managers 

2 hours December 2016

Contractor meeting Municipality representatives, 

around 10 contractors and 

logistics managers 

2 hours April 2017

Construction project 

client meeting

Municipality representatives and 

9 developers

1,5 hours June 2017

Site visits, informal 

observations from 

main site office 

Muncipality representatives 60 hours 2017-2018
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In-depth study of planning phase, phase "Södra Värtan"

Meeting observations

Type Project/Organisation Length Date

Competence 

development seminar 

Construction project clients and 

experts 

3 hours October 2017

Information meeting, 

process 

Municipality representatives and 

11 construction project clients 

1,5 hours December 2017

Planning meeting Municipality representatives and 

1 construction project client 

2 hours January 2018

Planning meeting Municipality representatives and 

3 construction project clients 

2 hours January 2018

Competence 

development seminar 

Construction project clients and 

experts 

3 hours January 2018

Information meeting, 

logistics

Municipality representatives and 

11 construction project clients 

1 hours January 2018

Planning meeting Municipality representatives and 

4 construction project clients 

2 hours January 2018

Planning meeting Municipality representatives and 

4 construction project clients 

2 hours February 2018

Information meeting, 

process

Municipality representatives and 

11 construction project clients 

1,5 hours March 2018

Competence 

development seminar 

Construction project clients and 

experts 

3 hours May 2018 

Interviews 

Role Project/Organisation Type of actor Date

Project manager Developer A Construction client October 2018

Project manager Developer B Construction client May 2018 

Project manager Developer C Construction client May 2018 

Project manager Developer D Construction client June 2018

Project manager Developer E Construction client October 2018

Project manager Developer F Construction client September 2018 

Project manager Developer G Construction client September 2018 

Project manager Developer H Construction client March 2018 

Project manager Developer I Construction client March 2018 

Project manager Developer J Construction client April 2018 

Project manager Developer K Construction client April 2018 

Coordination consultant Consultant for developer H and I Consultant April 2018 

Planning manager Municipality Public actor November 2018 

Planning manager Municipality Public actor March 2019 

Project manager Municipality Public actor February 2019 

Sustainability manager Municipality Public actor December 2018 

Client support Municipality Public actor December 2018 

Lawyer Municipality Consultant March 2019 




